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About the Author


PREFACE

Very few epics have captured the imagination of the reader as much as the Mahabharata, so much so that the reader is drawn to it repeatedly. Indeed, the Mahabharata, even though it dates back nearly five thousand years, has all the ingredients of a contemporary thriller and continues to hold readers in thrall with its various twists and turns. 

Over the years, the Mahabharata has been told and retold many times over and as such, there are several different descriptions and versions of the epic in existence. This book, Untold Tales from the Mahabharata, is a collection of twenty short stories from the epic. Through this book, I have attempted to present some of the lesser-known tales, situations and characters in a narrative that is simple and easy to follow.

While writing this book, I have referred to the parvas and different versions of the Mahabharata that have been told in different parts of the country, from the north to the south. I also drew inspiration from the lectures and pravachans1 of pundits, speakers and gurus giving their perspective. I also met them individually and have been enlightened by their knowledge and interpretation of the epic. Having said that, I must also state that while staying within the realms of authenticity, I have also used the freedom afforded to me as a writer to creatively describe events in greater detail.

I wish to thank my publishers for the support that they have given me at every stage.

I dedicate this book to my parents for playing their part in its successful completion. I am grateful to them, especially my mother for regaling me with stories from the Puranas ever since I was a boy, and for impressing upon me that the art of storytelling is timeless.
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Arjun’s Chariot

Arjun and Duryodhan pay a visit to Krishna just before the war. Both men enter at the same time and maintain a stony silence, avoiding eye contact. As Krishna is resting, Arjun sits near his feet while the irrepressible Duryodhan takes a seat at the head of the bed, near the pillow. Krishna is in deep slumber, blissfully unaware of the presence of his visitors. After some time, he wakes up, and his gaze falls on Arjun. 

‘What brings you here?’ asks Krishna.

Even before Arjun can answer, Duryodhan speaks up and says that he was there before Arjun. Krishna just smiles, greets the cousins and asks them the reason for the unannounced visit. 

While Arjun remains silent, Duryodhan speaks up. ‘O Dwarkadhish, in a few days, we will go to war against the Pandavas and I wanted a favour from you.  I would like to requisition the services of your army – the Narayani Sena – in our fight against the enemy.’

Krishna makes it clear that he would not be participating in the war as a combatant nor will he use his weapons against either party. However, he obliges Duryodhan and reassures him that the Yadava army will fight alongside the Kauravas. With one visitor’s request dealt with, Krishna turns to Arjun, who says: 

‘Vasudev, I neither want your army nor do I want you to fight on our side. Your very presence is enough for us. So I request you to be my sarathy1 in the ensuing war.’ Krishna agrees immediately, and Duryodhan can hardly suppress his smile as he walks out of the chambers, a relieved man.
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At Kurukshetra, Arjun stands regally atop his chariot driven by Krishna, facing the mighty Kauravas amongst whose ranks are invincible warriors like Bhishma, Dronacharya, Kripacharya, Karna and Ashwathama. His chariot, Nandighosha, is no ordinary vehicle. Made of solid gold, the chariot is drawn by four  horses – Saibya, Sugriva, Meghapushpa and Balahaka.2 Much like the fire which knows no boundaries and spreads in all directions, the chariot is capable of moving anywhere across the three dimensions – Bhumi,3 Akash4 and Patal5 – and is a permanent fixture on the battlefield. Seasoned warriors are transfixed at the sight of the chariot with its awesome aura and commanding presence. How Arjun came to acquire the chariot is a story that has its origins deep in the heart of Khandav Van.6 

Krishna and Arjun are wandering through the Khandav Van, situated along the banks of the Yamuna river, looking in awe upon its sheer vastness, which was teeming with flora and fauna. ‘This certainly is a place where the mind is at peace. The tranquillity is irresistible, so much so that given a choice, I would like to spend more time here doing tapasya,’ Arjun tells Krishna. Their conversation is interrupted by the arrival of a sickly looking man. Arjun, moved by the plight of the emaciated man, asks him the reason for his frail health. The man reveals himself as Agni, the god of fire. 

‘O Dhananjay, my stomach is yearning for food, as it is in my nature to burn and consume. This Khandav Van is full of animals, birds and venomous reptiles.  I have been trying to feast on them for quite some time. Every time I try to burn the forest, Indra7 intervenes and orders the clouds to open up. As a result, primordial floods douse the flames, leaving me hungrier than ever. You must help me Arjun, as I am sinking with little or no signs of recovery.’

‘Why is Indra doing this?’ Arjun enquires. 

‘There is good enough reason for his intervention,’ Agni responds. Takshak, the serpent king, is a good friend of Indra’s and enjoys his protection. He has made the forest his home and refuses to leave.

Arjun reassures him. ‘O Agnidev. You ask for my help but fighting Indra is not a trifling matter. He has an array of celestial weapons and it would take an extraordinary effort on my part to defeat him. However, do not worry. I will help you. With Krishna by my side, I am confident of facing him despite his power and arsenal.’

‘I agree with you that Indra is a fearsome adversary but my friend Varuna, the god of rain, will help you, as will I,’ Agni replies. 

Agni then calls upon Varuna, who appears before Arjun and presents him with a divine bow along with a quiver full of arrows. The bow is strong enough to withstand the speed with which Arjun releases his arrows. Known as the Gandiva, the bow is destined to play an invaluable role in the impending Kurukshetra war. Finally, Agni presents Arjun with an incandescent chariot, Nandighosha, which is destined to play a stellar role in the Kurukshetra war. 

With Krishna and Arjun armed with such fine weaponry by his side, Agni began to devour  the Khandav Van. Word reaches Indra, who is livid at the affront. Using his thunderbolt, the Vajrayudha, the lord of the heavens strikes the clouds and unleashes his wrath in the form of torrential rain, which begins to pound the earth. The downpour is enough to inundate the entire Khandav Van but Arjun is undeterred. The skilled marksman shoots several arrows into the sky, which come together in an ‘umbrella’ formation. Acting as a roof suspended in mid-air, the arrows prevent the rain from flooding the forest. Arjun has a counter for every arrow shot at him by Indra. With Indra’s strike almost neutralised, Agni now has a free run and consumes the forest, thus satisfying his appetite. In the ensuing battle, Takshak’s wife is killed, while Takshak himself barely manages to escape along with his son Ashwasena, who later vows to avenge his mother’s death and kill Arjun in the battle of Kurukshetra. Indra is now running out of choices on how to counter Arjun’s attack. Just then, a divine voice from the heavens beckons Indra.

‘O Lord of the Heavens! Krishna and Arjun are Nar and Narayan in human form. However hard you may try, you cannot defeat this combination.’ Indra realises his mistake and a truce is called. 

Arjun’s chariot has acquitted itself well in its maiden test, long before the Kurukshetra war. But Krishna is well aware that its strength and calibre needs to be reinforced if it has to stay formidable and last the course in the days to come. So he works on a plan to add more power to the rath. 

Much later, Arjun sets out on a pilgrimage to Rameshwaram. After having a bath in the sacred waters of Dhanushkodi, Arjun explores the tranquil surroundings and its breathtaking view. As he is doing so, his keen sight picks up a monkey meditating at a distance. Curiosity gets the better of him and he approaches the primate. He notices that the monkey is extraordinarily seated in a meditative pose, uttering the name ‘Ram’ as though in a chant. Somewhat bemused, Arjun asks his name. 

‘I am Hanuman, a humble servant of Ram. I was involved in building a bridge across the ocean along with members of the Vanar8 army. On this very bridge which is made of stones, Ram marched to Lanka and vanquished Ravan,’ replies Hanuman. 

Arrogance writ large on his face, Arjun asks, ‘Why didn’t Ram build a bridge with his arrows instead of using stones?’

‘O Traveller,’ replies Hanuman. ‘A bridge made of arrows wouldn’t have withstood the weight of the Vanar army. It would have caved in. As such, stones were the only choice. As you can see, they have admirably passed the test of time.’

‘Listen, O Monkey. Age seems to have caught up with you. It is clear to me that your master Ram, about whom you talk so highly, did not have the necessary skills to build a sturdy bridge made of arrows. If I was there, I would have built a bridge in no time – and it would have been strong enough to carry the entire army.’

Hanuman laughs derisively. ‘I can tell you sitting here that the bridge of arrows you are talking about cannot bear the weight of my left foot, let alone the army. Arrow bridge! Ha!’

The riposte infuriates Arjun and he challenges Hanuman. ‘I will build an arrow bridge right now and you walk on it. If it breaks, I will end my life by jumping into a fire.’ Arjun deploys his astras9 and in a matter of minutes, an arrow bridge is formed over the ocean. Hanuman takes flight, much to Arjun’s astonishment, and lands on the bridge, which promptly breaks into pieces and disappears into the ocean without a trace. 

Shocked at the turn of events, the distraught Arjun folds his hands before Hanuman, ‘O, Great Soul. You are certainly no ordinary monkey! You seem to have divine powers. I humbly accept defeat. I keep my word to you and end my life.’ Saying this, Arjun draws out an arrow and releases it into the earth, producing fire. Just as he is about to jump into it, Krishna appears before him. 

‘Arjun, in my previous avatar, I was Ram in Tretayug and Pavanputr Hanuman, my foremost devotee, served me with utmost faith. He also played a key role in the fall of Lanka. He is a chiranjeevi10 and has a role to play in the Dwaparyug as well. You will certainly need his help and his blessings in facing all that awaits you in the future.’

Arjun folds his hands and requests Hanuman to be present on the flag of his chariot. Hanuman agrees. And so it was that during the Kurukshetra war, the flag on Arjun’s chariot was imbued with Hanuman’s divine presence, to stop the impact of the lethal weapons Arjun would face. The flag thus came to be known as the Kapidhwaj. 

Though invisible to others, Hanuman assures Arjun that he will sit on top of the chariot and seamlessly merge into the flag along with his powers in the impending war of Kurukshetra. With the invincible Hanuman on top of the chariot, Krishna ensures that the already formidable vehicle is further reinforced, giving Arjun a distinct advantage over his enemies and opponents in the battle to follow. 

Finally, the war comes to an end. The rank and file of the Kuru army is decimated. Great warriors like Bhishma, Dronacharya, Kripacharya and Karna have all fallen. There is nobody left except Dhritarashtra and his wife Gandhari to bemoan the loss of their hundred sons.

Krishna steers the chariot to a secluded place and asks Arjun to get down as quickly as possible. Arjun disembarks and stands at a distance. Then Krishna requests Hanuman to appear before him and leave the flag. The moment Hanuman disengages himself from the flag, a loud explosion reduces the chariot to ashes. 

A startled Arjun asks Krishna, ‘Vasudev, how did this happen? This chariot, which survived such brutal assaults over so many years, has met such a fiery end!  I don’t understand.’

‘Arjun, during the war, the Kauravas used a number of astras, one more powerful than the other. Sitting on top of the chariot, Hanuman took the brunt of the attack and neutralised most of them. Karna’s celestial astras would have ripped through your armour; Hanuman saw to it that no harm would come to you or the chariot by stopping them. Again, when Karna aimed the deadly Nagastra11 at you, the chariot under my feet sank a few inches into the earth and saved you from certain death. My presence as the charioteer lent stability to the rath and prevented it from falling on more than one occasion. In the absence of Hanuman, the power of the astras would have consumed the chariot long before its time.’

Though Krishna, Pandavas and Kauravas are synonymous with the Mahabharata epic, Arjun’s chariot plays a decisive role in ensuring victory for the Pandavas. The chariot delivers on all fronts and in the end, the charred remains bear testimony to the fact that the vehicle fulfilled the purpose for which it was created and admirably so. 
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Barbarik – The Unsung Hero

What makes the Mahabharata so interesting is the presence of a number of warriors apart from the Kauravas and the Pandavas. From Ekalavya, who gave his thumb as gurudakshina1 to the uncharitable Dronacharya; to Vikarna who vehemently opposed the public humiliation of Draupadi after the Kauravas defeated the Pandavas in the game of dice, many unsung heroes appeared on the firmament, shining like stars, albeit fleetingly, only to disappear without a trace. One such hero was Barbarik, the son of Ghatothkach and grandson of Bhim. Though a mighty warrior, he was not destined to fight in the battle of Kurukshetra despite his valour and strength.

[image: Image]

Mura, the demon king and the ruler of Pragjyotishpur, had made life difficult for everyone, including the devas. He was an asur2 born to Kasyhapa Prajapati and his wife Danu. Right from his birth, he was merciless and devoid of compassion. Once, Mura was shocked to find a heap of dead bodies of the asurs killed by the devas. The incident affected him to such an extent that Mura craved for immortality. He performed penance for years to propitiate Brahma. The Lord appeared before him and asked him to name the boon he wanted. Mura said, ‘O Creator of the Universe. In a battle, anyone I touch with my hands should die, even if he is immortal.’ Brahma granted him the boon. This emboldened Mura to fight and defeat everyone – thanks to his miraculous powers.

Close on the heels of acquiring the boon, Mura drew out a plan to annex Swarglok and led his army against Indra. A fierce fight raged between Mura and Indra. Slowly, the balance tilted in Mura’s favour as Indra’s weapons proved to be ineffective against the demon. In a last throw of the dice, Indra hurled his most potent weapon, the Vajrayudha3, at the demon but Mura was unscathed. Realising that the demon king could not be defeated, Indra retreated and fled the battlefield. Mura and his men seized Swarglok and issued a diktat to wipe out the devas from the universe. Led by Indra, the frightened gods ran to Krishna and his older brother Balaram and beseeched them to stop the marauding Mura. 

‘O Indra, it is difficult to believe that you, who have killed scores of demons in the past, could not defeat Mura. What is the reason for his invincibility?’ asked Balaram. 

‘O Balaram. Mura’s daughter Kamakantaka prayed to Goddess Kamakya. The goddess was pleased and asked Kamakantaka for a boon as a reward for her penance. Further, she asked the goddess to protect her father Mura from his enemies. Mura also obtained a boon from Brahma from whom he was granted invincibility. This is the reason why we could not defeat him. He has also banned all religious activities like tapas and yagnas. People are fed up of living under his tyrannical rule.’

‘Let us give him one more chance to mend his ways,’ said Krishna and sent an emissary to Mura with a message: ‘O Mura. I know that you are blessed by Goddess Kamakya but you seem to be misusing your power instead of putting it to good use. It is time you change your ways.’ 

Disregarding Krishna’s overtures for peace, Mura decided to attack Dwarka instead and settle the issue once and for all. ‘I will invade Dwarka and reduce the city to rubble. Krishna and Balaram will meet their end at my hands.’ Far from surrendering, Mura led his army into battle and attacked Dwarka. Balaram seated on his chariot, came face to face with the demon king and proved to be more than a match. One of his arrows divested Mura of his crown, while another dislodged him from his chariot. But Mura wasn’t willing to give up. He resorted to maya4 and took to the skies. Balaram stayed put in his chariot. His plough nullified the fusillade of arrows fired by Mura. All the while, Krishna watched the fight between his brother and the demon. On seeing Krishna alongside Balaram, Mura turned his attention towards him and used his choicest astras against Vasudev atop his chariot. Krishna, being the incarnation of Lord Vishnu, was immune to the power of even the most formidable astra. As the battle continued, Mura’s magic paled into insignificance before Krishna, as the former was using his powers for the wrong reasons. 

‘Your end has come, Mura. Be prepared to die!’ With these words, Krishna invoked the celestial mace and directed it at Mura. Travelling at lightning speed, the mace homed in on Mura and the demon’s headless body fell to the ground. 

The news of his death was celebrated by Indra and the harassed devas. However, a pall of gloom descended over Pragjyotishpur. When Kamakantaka came to know of her father’s death at the hands of Krishna, she vowed to kill him and appeared before Balaram and Krishna in battle fatigues, ready for war. Using her magical powers, she used an array of weapons which would have killed anyone else, but Krishna and Balaram were unaffected. All her weapons seemed to stop short of hitting Krishna and retreat. With her firepower exhausted, she looked at Krishna in disbelief, totally vulnerable, unaware that there was no power capable of harming Krishna, the Lord of the Universe.

Now it was Krishna’s turn to strike. Summoning his Sudarshan Chakra,5 he set it after Kamakantaka. At that very moment, however, Kamakya appeared before him and requested him to withdraw the chakra. 

‘O Lord of the Universe. Kamakantaka is my devotee and I have looked upon her as my daughter. Being young and immature, she has failed to recognise you. Please forgive her.’

Then Goddess Kamakya turned to Kamakantaka and said, ‘Kamakantaka, the person you were fighting with is none other than Lord Vishnu himself, who has taken a human avatar to vanquish evil and protect dharma. Your father Mura strayed from the path of dharma and lost his life. Do not feel sad, Kamakantaka. Since Mura was killed by Krishna, he has attained salvation and freedom from his sins. He is now in Swarglok.’ 

After listening to the goddess, Kamakantaka knelt before Krishna and begged him for forgiveness. 

‘I am impressed by your valour, Kamakantaka. Your prowess with your weapons is admirable. You even managed to resist the full force of the Yadava army. You will marry a great warrior and beget a son, who will be remembered as one of the greatest warriors on earth. He will be a saint and a marksman, blessed by none other than Lord Shiva. Let me introduce you to your future husband, Ghatothkach.’ 

Ghatothkach appeared and knelt before Krishna. Krishna asked him to marry Princess Kamakantaka after seeking the blessings of his mother Hidimba. Soon the princess and Ghatothkach were married and had a son, who was christened as Barbarik. 

Born to parents who had distinguished themselves in the art of warfare, Barbarik shows an inborn interest in learning the art of warfare. His mother and his grandmother tutor him on the nuances of warfare, as a result of which Barbarik becomes a proficient marksman and a hardened warrior. 

However, Barbarik has a restless spirit and apart from his promise to his mother, he also nurtures another dream – to be the greatest warrior in the world. It is a dream he shares with his grandmother Hidimba. 

‘You have set a very high goal for yourself son, and in order to reach it, you will have to perform tapasya and please the gods.’ Barbarik chooses a place in the forest and starts meditating. He meditates for a very long time before Lord Shiva appears before him. ‘Barbarik, I am pleased with your devotion. Ask me a boon and I will grant it to you.’

Barbarik bows humbly before Shiva and says,  ‘O Destroyer of Evil! I want to become the most powerful warrior ever born on the face of the earth. And I want to use my power and strength to support the weak and the suppressed. Please bless me.’

Shiva is pleased with the boy’s request and gives him three arrows. He tells him, ‘The three astras I have given you are celestial weapons. They are so powerful that they can destroy the entire universe. They should only be used for an important purpose. I urge you to exercise caution and think many times before using them.’

Soon, word spreads around about his skills, celestial weapons and the boon granted to him by Shiva. Barbarik is hailed as a great warrior capable of battling with the best.

One day, his mother Kamakantaka calls his son and says, ‘Son, it is time for you to go out and get a reality check on your strength as you will go out into the world and meet many adversaries. With the kind of strength and power that you have been bestowed with, I have no doubt that you will emerge victorious on every occasion. But remember, you will always stand up for the weak and help them defeat the enemy.’ Barbarik bows to his mother and says, ‘O Mother. It is because of you that I am what I am. I promise to fight and uphold the rights of the weak; defend them against stronger enemies in battle.’

With the divine astras in his quiver, Barbarik seeks the blessings of his mother before venturing forth, eager to participate in the mother of all battles – the Kurukshetra war. ‘O Mother. It would be a travesty of justice if I do not take part in the war. I will always throw my lot with the losing side and ensure their victory.’ With these words, Barbarik leaves for the battlefield. 
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Meanwhile, with the war about to begin, Lord Krishna asks warriors on either side how long would it take each of them to finish the war if they were fighting it single-handed. Bhishma, Dronacharya, Karna and Arjun tell Krishna that it would take anywhere between twenty to thirty days to end the war on their own. Krishna undertakes this exercise intending to assess individual strengths and weaknesses of both sides, keeping in mind Barbarik’s ability to finish the war in minutes. Krishna knows that the war would go on for eighteen days and no less. 

Krishna is aware of the fact that Barbarik will never let go of this chance and try to be a part of the action at any cost. He is also aware of the awesome power and lethal nature of the three arrows. The Pandavas know beforehand that Barbarik is going to participate in the war with his three arrows. Krishna then decides to confront Barbarik and find out the truth for himself. But who was Barbarik and why was he blessed with such destructive weapons?

Barbarik was a yaksha6 in his previous birth. Once Lord Brahma and several other devas came to Vaikunt7 and complained to Lord Vishnu that adharma was on the rise in the world; hence, they had come to seek the help of Lord Vishnu to check it. Lord Vishnu told the devas that he would soon be incarnated on earth as a human being and destroy all the evil forces. Then, a yaksha told the devas that he alone was enough to kill all evil elements in the world and there was no need for Lord Vishnu to take mortal form. This hurt Lord Brahma and he cursed this yaksha to take birth on earth. Whenever the time comes to eliminate all the evil forces on earth, then Lord Vishnu would first kill him. Later, the yaksha takes birth as Barbarik and Lord Krishna seeks his head in charity as a result of this curse.

On the day that the war is about the commence, Barbarik is on his way to the battlefield armed with the three arrows in his quiver. He is excited at the prospect of taking part in the war – a veritable celebration for a Kshatriya. 

On his way, he is met by a Brahmin who stands right in the middle of his path. ‘Who are you, son? To me, you look like a warrior,’ asks the Brahmin. ‘I am the son of Ghatothkach and the grandson of Bhim and Hidimba. I have perfected the art of warfare and today, I am the most powerful warrior in the world. I am on my way to participate in the battle,’ Barbarik replies.

On being asked which side he will take in the ensuing war, Barbarik replies that he will fight for the weaker side. Then the Brahmin counters him by saying that he should fight for the party which is on the right side of dharma rather than blindly support the weaker side. This irritates Barbarik. He tells the Brahmin that he is least bothered about dharma and adharma and believes only in triumphing and showcasing his prowess as the world’s most powerful warrior. The Brahmin continues to taunt Barbarik by asking questions challenging his claims. 

‘In how many days do you think you can end the war if you fight alone without anybody’s assistance?’ asks the Brahmin. Barbarik replies that with the kind of skills and weapons he has, he can finish the war in a few minutes. 

‘You seem to have only three arrows. Are they enough to ensure victory? And you seem to talk highly of your own skills. I am not convinced by your exaggerated claims. Can you give me a demonstration of the power of the three arrows?’

Then the Brahmin points to a peepul tree which is teeming with healthy-looking, glossy green leaves. Amongst them, however, are a number of dry leaves as well. He asks Barbarik to aim for the dry ones only, without disturbing even one of the green leaves. With his first arrow, Barbarik marks all the dry leaves and with his second arrow, he destroys them, leaving the tree with fresh green leaves, including a dry one that the Brahmin, unbeknownst to Barbarik, had hidden under his foot!

‘What is the third arrow for? asks the Brahmin. ‘This is the most destructive arrow, which I shall not use, else the entire universe will be engulfed in flames,’ replies Barbarik. Then the Brahmin asks him about the side he is likely to support in the war. Without a second thought, Barbarik retorts, ‘I have promised my mother that I will always support the losing side in any war. As the Pandavas have only seven akshauhinis8 compared to the Kauravas’ eleven, I will fight for the Pandavas.’

Then the Brahmin explains to Barbarik, ‘If you support the Pandavas, the Kauravas will be defeated. But according to your vow taken before your mother, you will have no other option but to join the Kauravas as they would become the weaker side. If you join the Kauravas, you will have no choice left but to kill the Pandavas. By your own principle, you will switch sides every now and then till nobody except you will be left on the battlefield.’

Barbarik is in a dilemma as his participation will eventually kill everybody.

However, he also remembers his vow to participate in the war and is unable to step back. He asks the Brahmin to guide him, who finally, appears in his true form – Lord Krishna – and stands before Barbarik. 

‘Young warrior, the only way to get out of this imbroglio is to sacrifice yourself to save the Pandavas.’

‘O Krishna, I am ready to sacrifice my life but I had a desire to see the Mahabharata war…’

‘Your sacrifice will not go in vain, Barbarik. Long after the war, you will be remembered and worshipped by people as long as the universe exists.’ At the same time, the rest of the Pandavas appear on the scene. Bhim tells his grandson that he is proud of him and his sacrifice. Satisfied with these words, Barbarik slices his head, which falls at Krishna’s feet. As Krishna takes the head in his hands, Barbarik comes alive. Krishna carries the head and places it on top of a hill overlooking the battlefield; from here, Barbarik has a vantage view of the impending Kurukshetra war.

 At the end of the eighteen-day war, the Kauravas are defeated and the victory goes to the Pandavas’ heads. They start arguing among themselves, claiming credit for the win. Arjun says that his marksmanship was solely responsible for the result while Bhim gloats over his physical strength and his dexterity with the mace which, according to him, were responsible for the decisive victory. 

Then Krishna steps in, ‘Let’s go to an impartial observer who has seen the entire battle as it happened; someone who can give us the entire account from an unbiased perspective. He would be the right man to settle this question.’

They all go to the hill where Barbarik’s head has been watching the action and ask him as to who is responsible for the victory.

‘O Lord of the Universe! You are God in human form and you made it happen. The truth is that none of the Pandavas were responsible for the result.  It was you, O Krishna, with your Sudarshan Chakra, who got rid of Bhishma, Dronacharya, Karna and many other fearsome warriors from the enemy camp. Since you are Lord Vishnu in human form, you ensured that dharma prevailed over adharma. Your Sudarshan Chakra presided over the proceedings from the beginning to the end.’

It is for us to engage in our duty, though ultimately it is God who decides the fruits of our actions.

Barbarik was arguably one of the unsung heroes of the Mahabharata and to this day, he is worshipped as Khatushyam at temples across India.
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The King Who Slept for a  Million Years

Feared by his enemies, respected by his friends, with fame that has spread far and wide, King Brihadrath is the ruler of the prosperous kingdom of Magadha. When the time comes for him to take a wife, Brihadrath chooses to marry both the daughters of Kashi Raj, whose joy at such a formidable and coveted match knows no bounds. However, all the wealth and fame in the world is unable to make up for the lack of a child, which is a cause of great sorrow for the king and his queens. One day, when a rishi named Kaushik visits them, the king pours out his tale of woe; his childlessness is a source of great anxiety as there is nobody to succeed him and carry his legacy forward. Upon hearing the problem, the rishi closes his eyes, mutters a chant. Out of nowhere, a fruit materialises in his hand which he offers to the king.  ‘O King! Give this fruit to the elder of the two queens and she will beget a son.’ The elder queen, disregarding the fact that it is no ordinary fruit, cuts it into two and shares one half with her sister, the other queen. Eventually both the queens conceive. But their joy is short-lived – each of the queens delivers only one half of the baby’s body! The infant’s grotesque form shocks the king and disheartened, he orders his guards to throw the two halves into the nearby forest, which happens to be the home of demoness Jara. Flying above the thick foliage, scouring for a meal, Jara notices the two parts of the baby and descends to make a meal out of it. When she sees the two halves alive and kicking, she changes her mind and carries the pieces home. Jara goes through an elaborate ritual and through her incantations, fuses the two parts into one. As the baby starts crying, she decides against eating the newborn and hands over the baby to the king after giving him the entire background. The king, happy with this unexpected turn of events, decides to reward the demoness handsomely for returning the baby.

‘O King, all I ask you is to name the boy after me,’ pleads Jara. 

The child is named Jarasandh. 

Jarasandh grows up to be a powerful king and is highly ambitious. With an eye on expanding his influence and spreading his rule, Jarasandh conquers kingdom after kingdom and imprisons the defeated kings. A sadist at heart, he sacrifices them to appease Lord Shiva, whom he worships devoutly. The bloodthirsty monarch wants to root out opposition and believes in eliminating enemies without leaving a trace. Amongst Jarasandh’s sworn enemies is Lord Krishna. His hatred towards Krishna is borne out the fact that his son-in-law Kamsa was killed by Krishna, leaving his daughters Asti and Prapti widowed for the rest of their lives. 

Jarasandh, along with his allies, leads a vast army to the gates of Mathura. Krishna and Balaram come out and instruct the guards at the gates to keep them closed. Seeing Krishna on foot, the arrogant Jarasandh laughs at him. Using his divine powers, Krishna summons his chariot, weapons and the Sudarshan Chakra, even as the full complement of devas shower their blessings from above. The war begins. Krishna, finding an opportune moment, releases the Sudarshan Chakra. The celestial disc wreaks havoc on the enemy. Balaram uses his plough and decimates most of the enemy divisions. As Jarasandh’s army flees, he is left alone and is set upon by Balaram, who pins Jarasandh to the ground. Just as he is about to administer the final blow, Krishna stops him. Jarasandh is humiliated and set free to fight another day. 

‘Why didn’t you allow me to kill that tyrant?’ asks an agitated Balaram. 

‘Every time I let him go, he comes back with a large number of asurs to kill me. Where would I find so many rakshasas gathered together at one place which allows me to kill them all at one time? Imagine if we had to search for them individually! Jarasandh is making our task easier by bringing them along. It is far too easy for me to get rid of them here in one place.’ Balaram smiles, amused and convinced by his brother’s canny thinking.

Obsessed as he is with defeating Krishna, Jarasandh continues with his incessant attacks on Mathura. He launches an offensive against the kingdom eighteen times – only to be defeated on every occasion. Jarasandh retreats to Magadha still smarting under the defeat. By now it is clear to Jarasandh that he needs additional help to defeat Krishna and seeks the help of Kalyavan, a mighty king of foreign extraction with a large army.

Jarasandh, through his allies and friends, learns about Kalyavan’s background. 
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Once, Sage Sheshirayan was passing through a jungle when he saw a woman bathing under a waterfall. Her body, unlike humans, was shining, her skin flawless and smooth; the rare glow on her face was enough to distract the most reticent of sages. The stunning beauty revealed herself as Rambha, the danseuse from Swarglok. Both fell in love and as a result of their union, Kalyavan was born. As her time on earth came to an end, Rambha went back to heaven, leaving the sage with the baby. 

The young Kalyavan was no ordinary mortal and his uniqueness went beyond his birth – being the son of a sage and a heavenly apsara.1 Once when Kalyavan was still young, Sheshirayan decided to perform a penance that lasted twelve long years. At the end of it, Lord Shiva appeared before him and granted him a boon: ‘Your son will be a powerful king and will be invincible. No weapon, whether man-made or celestial, will be able to kill him nor will he be defeated by a king of any clan.’

Jarasandh, after listening to Kalyavan’s background, is finally convinced beyond doubt that Krishna will meet his end at the hands of Kalyavan; more so as per Lord Shiva’s boon, Krishna’s Sudarshan Chakra will be ineffective against Kalyavan. 

Jarasandh meets Kalyavan and forges an alliance. Kalyavan leads his mighty army towards Mathura. Upon reaching there, he is surprised to find Krishna alone, with no army to back him. 

‘O Kalyavan. Let us leave our armies behind and fight one on one.’ 

‘Hey Krishna! You are making things easy for me. I will take up your challenge,’ replies Kalyavan cockily. As they begin their one-on-one combat, Krishna slowly leads him away from the battlefield and suddenly starts sprinting away. Kalyavan pursues Krishna but to no avail. 

With Kalyavan hot on his trail, Krishna enters a dark cave, where a man is in deep sleep. Krishna covers him with his pitambar2 and hides within its dark recesses. Kalyavan follows him and upon entering the pitch-dark cave, begins searching for Krishna. As he goes deeper, he notices a person lying under an orange cloth, snoring loudly. 

‘So there you are, you coward! Hiding beneath a piece of cloth pretending to be asleep. Get up!’ shouts Kalyavan. But there is no movement as the person continues to sleep. The lack of response enrages Kalyavan, so much that he kicks the sleeping man a number of times. Finally, there is some movement underneath the cloth and the sleeping form wakes up throwing away the cloth; his eyelids heavy with sleep and face red with rage. He snarls, ‘Who is this sinner who has woken me from my sleep!’ Kalyavan is astonished by the unexpected turn of events. He was expecting Krishna to come cowering out from beneath the cloth, not this infuriated man right in front of him. Kalyavan barely has a moment to register these thoughts when the stranger opens his eyes wide and lays them upon Kalyavan. Beams of fire emanate from his eyes and the aggressor is burnt alive! A heap of ashes is all that is left of Kalyavan. As the man looks around, a bright glow envelops the cave and Krishna appears before him. 

Stunned, the stranger joins his hands together and says, ‘From what I can tell, you are no ordinary mortal. You are shining like the sun. Your beauty is not of this world. O Great Soul! Would you do me the honour of identifying yourself to this humble person who stands before you? I am Muchukund and I belong to the Ikshvaku dynasty.’

Krishna smiles gently. ‘I am known by many names. In this birth, I was born to Devaki and Vasudev. People call me Vasudev Krishna. I came to this earth to uphold dharma and put an end to the sufferings of people by killing demons. Kalyavan was one such man who caused much suffering and ultimately paid the price for his sins. In your previous birth, you were my ardent devotee and accumulated punya3 through your prayers and devotion. That is why you can see me in my true form,’ with these words, Krishna appears as Vishnu complete with his four arms, mace and disc. 

‘Ask me what you want and I shall grant it to you, Muchukund.’

‘O Lord! Once upon a time, I longed for material comfort and prosperity but I have now realised that there is no end to desire. As a king, I wanted to expand my kingdom and rule the world. Now, I am divorced from worldly desires. My only wish is to serve you for the rest of my life and attain moksha.4’

‘O King Muchukund. When I asked you to state your boon, I was testing you. You proved what I already know – that you have indeed forsaken everything to worship me. As a Kshatriya, you had undertaken many hunting expeditions. In your overzealousness for the game, you killed defenceless animals as a result of which cubs and fawns were orphaned. Again, when you sided with the devas in the battle against the asurs, you were responsible for the loss of many lives. To wash off your sins, you proceed to mount Gandhamadan and perform tapasya. Once this is over, you will attain moksha and become a part of me,’ says Krishna. But why is Muchukund sleeping in the non-descript cave to begin with?
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The story goes back to the Tretayug, the epoch that preceded the Dwaparyug. Muchukund belonged to the Ikshvaku clan of Lord Ram. Up in Swarglok, Indra was a worried man. The devas were being constantly attacked by the asurs and it was becoming increasingly difficult for Indra to protect heaven from the marauding rakshasas. Indra requested King Muchukund to help him in his fight against the demons. Muchukund donned the mantle of commander-in-chief of the devas’ army and confronted the demons. A bitter battle ensued and the demons were comprehensively defeated. Muchukund wanted to go back to earth to join his family and sought Indra’s leave. 

‘O King. We would not have won the war but for your support. You have had a long spell in Swarglok and a year in heaven is equal to three hundred and sixty years on earth. Sadly, your family and your kingdom have disappeared with time. Except for moksha, which is not in my hands, please ask me a boon and I will grant it to you.’

‘O Indra! The battle with the asurs has taken everything out of me. I am tired and incapacitated. All I want is undisturbed sleep. I wish to go back to earth and take rest.’ 

‘O King. I grant you leave to go to earth and sleep for as long as you wish. Whoever disturbs you will be reduced to ashes the moment your gaze falls on him.’ 

Muchukund returns to Bhoolok5, selects a cave and falls into a deep sleep, which lasts for years before finally being rudely woken by Kalyavan. 
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The Fake Krishna

King Ugrasen of Dwarka is holding court in the presence of the likes of Krishna, Balaram and Krishna’s close confidants, Satyaki and Akroor. Ugrasen, Krishna’s grandfather, had been imprisoned by his own son, Kamsa, and after the latter’s death, Ugrasen accepted his rightful place as the ruler of Mathura. 

After a while, messenger seeks permission to enter the court to read out a message from King Paundrak, the ruler of the kingdom of Paundra. As he is ushered into the court, the doot1 bows before everybody and starts reading the message:

O Krishna! I am Paundrak Vasudev, the king of Paundra. For quite some time now, you have been projecting yourself as Krishna, the incarnation of Lord Vishnu. Nothing can be further from the truth. I am the real Krishna who has been sent to save the world. You are an impersonator who is not only using my name but also my weapons – the Sudarshan Chakra and the Gada.2 You dress like me from head to foot, and even have the audacity to sport that tilak on your forehead along with the peacock feathers in your crown!  
All of this ends today. You have no other choice but to accept me as the real Vasudev Krishna. I thought I would give you one last chance to relinquish your title and surrender to me as I am the true lord of the universe. Consider this your last warning. If you fail to bow down to me, I will bring down the wrath of the heavens upon you! 

After the messenger finishes reading, the whole court bursts into laughter. Krishna has had to deal with a number of adversaries in the past. This is the first time he is dealing with a king who is delusional and lives in a make-believe world. 

While some of the courtiers are miffed at the audacity of the messenger and demand that he be dealt with, Lord Krishna dismisses such a notion and assures the doot that his life will be spared as he is simply doing his duty. The messenger is then respectfully escorted out of the palace to go back to Paundrak with the reply. 

‘Oh messenger,’ says Krishna, ‘I admire your courage and unstinting loyalty towards your king. You have put your life on the line to deliver this message. Please inform Paundrak that I will meet him on the battlefield to settle the issue once and for all.’ 

But who was this king to begin with and what was his grouse with Krishna?

Many of Jarasandh’s allies like Shishupal and Kalyavan had been eliminated by Krishna, including Kamsa, Jarasandh’s son-in-law. Paundrak, a good friend of Jarasandh, was a passive witness to his successive defeats at the hands of Krishna and his resolve to kill Krishna had thus become stronger than ever. 

But why does Paundrak think that he is the real Krishna? Paundrak is a megalomaniac who is in the habit of surrounding himself with sycophants. His bloated belief in his own legend and the resulting deviant behaviour could be attributed more to flattery than respect. His ministers and courtiers would praise him to the skies.

‘My Lord, you are the real Vasudev. There is nobody as powerful as you on this planet. Your subjects worship you. Your face shines like the sun and you are the incarnation of God.’

Carried away by such praise, the tyrant Paundrak goes to the extent of banning worship of Lord Vishnu and Ram throughout his empire. And his ministers work to ensure that his propaganda reaches all parts of the kingdom and is forced down the throat of ordinary citizens, who, under duress, are forced to believe that Paundrak is the real God. 

His dastardly deeds do not just end there. Taking full advantage of the tyranny that had his subjects cowering in fear, Paundrak even instructs his soldiers to seize young girls and bring them to the palace to satiate his carnal desires. As this practice of abusing women becomes a regular affair, Paundrak’s wife Tara is shocked and pleads her husband to set the girls free. Word of his atrocities – in which he was aided and abetted by his commander-in-chief Durdhar – travels far and wide. 

Finally, it reaches Krishna’s wife Rukmini. She is both devastated and furious on hearing about this assault on women and takes up the matter with her husband.

‘O Lord! My heart bled when I saw young women being dragged out of their houses and exploited. Please intervene and bring an end to the murky goings-on in Paundra. As a woman, I am aghast at the helpless situation in which they were finding themselves under the despicable Paundrak.’

‘O Rukmini,’ replies Krishna. ‘I am aware of what is happening in Paundra and the time has come to teach Paundrak a lesson. However, I believe in giving him a chance to reform himself. My beloved devotee Hanuman will try to make Paundrak see sense and desist with this immoral behaviour. If he fails to mend his ways, his death at my hands is certain. Hanuman has already reached Paundra. Let us await the outcome of his meeting with Paundrak.’

Meanwhile, Hanuman descends into Paundra and assumes the form of an old man. As he makes his way to Paundrak’s palace, he suddenly hears shrieks nearby. Led by the notorious Durdhar, a group of soldiers on horseback are chasing a young girl. The girl sees the old man, runs towards him and pleads with him to protect her from the soldiers. 

Hanuman steps in front of the approaching group of men and warns them to move no further. ‘Stop right where you are! As long as I am here, none of you can lay a hand on this girl!’ 

The soldiers look at one another and laugh at the sheer idea of an old man taking on powerful soldiers younger than him. They disregard his warning and advance towards him with their lances and spears. The moment they come closer and their weapons touch the mighty Hanuman, they break into pieces. Hanuman seizes them one by one and pulverises the whole battalion. In no time the bodies of the soldiers are strewn across the ground. Durdhar, who is watching the woefully one-sided battle in astonishment, finally charges ahead and rushes at Hanuman with his sword. Hanuman, still in his disguise as an old man, transforms himself into his original self and crushes the sword with his mace. The battle resumes in the air as both men take to the skies. Durdhar, using his magical powers, hurls a number of astras at Hanuman. None of them have any effect on the son of Vayu. Hanuman decides to close the fight and brings down his mace on Durdhar’s head. The blow truly ends the fight as the commander-in-chief’s lifeless body falls to the ground. 

Meanwhile, Paundrak, tired of waiting for his soldiers to return, sends out a smaller battalion to trace them and gets a terrible shock when they return with Durdhar’s body. Paundrak and the entire court is stunned into silence. Paundrak is livid with rage and promises to hunt down the assassin and behead him. His ministers are of the opinion that whoever has killed the mighty Durdhar is no ordinary mortal and is blessed with divine powers.

Sensing that her husband Paundrak is setting himself on a path of self-destruction, Queen Tara, a pious woman who and a Krishna devotee, tries to intervene and make her husband see the righteous path. 

‘Krishna is the incarnation of Lord Vishnu and it will not be possible for anybody to defeat him, let alone kill him. O King! I beseech you to extend your hand of friendship to Vasudev Krishna or else we will all be doomed. I can see ominous clouds gathering over the horizon, which might ultimately spell the end of Paundra and its inhabitants.’ 

Paundrak chastises her for and tells her in no uncertain terms that she should discontinue the practice and worship him instead. He is no mood to listen to anyone, let alone his wife. He rebukes her for taking such a conciliatory approach towards his enemy and hurls abuses at Krishna. 

‘He who ran away from the battlefield is no match to me. I am God and the supreme commander of the world. It does not behove a queen like you to speak in such a manner!’

Looking once again at the mortal remains of Durdhar, Paundrak shouts, ‘Who has killed him? I wish to cut him to pieces! Search every nook and corner of the kingdom and bring him before me.’ No sooner does Paundrak complete the sentence, Hanuman appears in the court in the guise of an old man and addresses Paundrak. 

‘Hey Paundrak. There is no need to search. I am the person who killed your commander-in-chief when I saw him chasing a defenceless girl to satisfy his lust. As you see, he deserved what he got. What kind of a pervert are you, surrounded by a set of jokers who praise you every day? Don’t they have any work? There is no dharma in your kingdom and the rate at which you are accumulating sins, you are spelling doom for you and your followers. Make no mistake – you will perish. Your sins are mounting by the hour and you are living in a fool’s paradise. It is not too late. I suggest you mend your ways and surrender to Lord Krishna. Else, your end is in sight.’ 

On hearing this, the court – mostly made up of servile and spineless ministers with large egos – breaks into laughter. Paundrak, pointing to Hanuman says, ‘Deranged old man! You can’t stand properly on your two feet. Senility has overtaken you and I can only sympathise with your mental condition.’ 

With these words, Paundrak orders his soldiers to seize Hanuman. To his horror, Hanuman bodily lifts his soldiers and throws them as if they were pebbles. In a few minutes, all his guards lie on the ground motionless. 

‘Hey Paundrak. My name is Hanuman and I am a humble servant of Lord Ram who vanquished Ravan in the Tretayug. In the Dwaparyug, my lord and master is Vasudev Krishna who is an incarnation of Lord Vishnu. He has asked me to talk some sense into your bloated head. If I wish, I can kill you right now, but that task will be completed by Vasudev Krishna. I can see that my words of warning will have no impact on you at all. So I shall leave and let Lord Krishna make his decision about how to end you.’

‘It amuses me to think you will be able to leave this court alive!’ Paundrak laughs evilly.

In full view of the court, he throws his chakra at Hanuman, who remains unfazed as he watches the disc rotating closer and closer. Much to the bewilderment of everyone present, he grabs the disc with one hand and throws it back at Paundrak before disappearing. 

Smarting under the insult, Paundrak makes up his mind to wage war against Krishna and reduce Dwarka to rubble. He performs a yagna and propitiates the deities in the hope of getting powerful astras he plans to use against Krishna. The deity appears before Paundrak and the latter makes his request.

‘O Paundrak. I am pleased to grant you a number of powerful astras. However, I must caution you that these weapons are ineffective against Krishna since he is God in human form. What you are doing right now is an exercise in futility.’

Blinded by pride, the fixated Paundrak disregards the advice and acquires as many weapons as he can. His close friend Kashi Raj along with his army joins Paundrak’s forces and forges a common front against Krishna and Balaram. 

Meanwhile, Krishna and Balaram, along with Akroor and Satyaki, head out to take on the imposter.

As the battle begins, Balaram’s plough mows down the enemy and before long, the soldiers beat a hasty retreat. He comes face to face with Paundrak’s brother Randhir and engages him in a one-on-one combat. Randhir is no match for Balaram; the incarnation of Adisesha, the serpent on which Lord Vishnu reclines in Vaikunt, Balaram effortlessly kills Randhir. Meanwhile, Kashi Raj challenges Krishna. 

‘O Krishna, I am here on behalf of my friend Paundrak, to kill you and install myself as the king of Dwarka. However, I thought I will give you one last chance to throw down your weapons and surrender before Paundrak Vasudev, the ruler of the universe.’

‘Kashi Raj, the battlefield is not a place for oratory and dialogues. Rather than issuing threats, it would be better if you pick up your weapons and fight. Your end is near. Think of what will happen when your family learns of your death back home in Kashi. They would be devastated. But it is too late.’ 

In the ensuing battle, Krishna’s first arrow dislodges Kashi Raj’s crown and the next one sets his chariot on fire. Finally, Krishna invokes an astra too powerful for the likes of Kashi Raj to stop and he burns to death. 

Seeing his brother and friend killed, Paundrak is infuriated and launches an attack on Krishna. He summons his celestial arrows and aims them at Krishna one after the other. They have no effect. Finally, Paundrak summons his disc and hurls it at Krishna. Krishna knows that Paundrak’s time is up and invokes the Sudarshan Chakra. Both chakras meet in midair and Paundrak’s disc is smashed to smithereens by the Sudarshan Chakra, which then proceeds further and slices off Paundrak’s head. His death at the hands of Krishna, the Lord of the Universe, ensures that his sins are washed. Paundrak finds a place at the feet of the lord. 
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The Son of Arjun

The hatred between the Pandavas and the Kauravas grows by the day, thanks to the machinations of Shakuni. The Kauravas’ plan to burn the Pandavas alive in the lacquer house at Varnavrat fails. The Pandavas escape along with their mother Kunti. After spending some time in the forests, they reach the town of Ekachakrapura. They disguise themselves as Brahmins to escape the wrath of Duryodhan. Here, Bhim kills Bakasur, a demon who had been terrorising the people of Ekachakrapura. To avoid unnecessary attention, the Pandavas move to Panchal as advised by Sage Vyasa and attend the swayamvar. Drupad, the king of Panchal, wants a suitable match for her daughter Draupadi and arranges a swayamvar1. Princes from far and near arrive in Panchal to try and win the princess’s hand. The condition is a contest that Drupad has organised to choose a groom for his daughter. He declares that the person who can pierce the eye of a rotating fish with his arrow by looking at its reflection in a pond of water will be eligible to wed the princess. Each of the prospective princes participating in the swayamvar tries and fails. Duryodhan fails too and his friend Karna takes up the challenge. As he about to mount the arrow on the bow, Draupadi bars him from the contest saying that she is not interested in tying the knot with a Sutputr.2 Drushtadumnya laments that in a court full of princes, there isn’t a single braveheart who can win his sister’s hand. At that moment, a group of five Brahmins clad in white enter the court. One of them requests Drupad for a chance to try his hand at the challenge. The court is stunned into silence and the princes who are present unanimously protest. Despite their objections, Drupad permits the Brahmin to participate in the contest. Neither Drupad nor Draupadi know that the Brahmin in disguise is Arjun, though they had heard about him and his valour. The white-robed ascetic is a picture of concentration as he looks at the reflection and takes aims. Everyone watches astounded as the arrow finds its mark and pierces the eye of the fish. The Brahmin – who is none other than Arjun in disguise – thus claims Draupadi’s hand in marriage and after the wedding, the newly-weds, along with his brothers Yudhishtir, Bhim, Nakul and Sahadev, head to their hut to break the news to their mother Kunti. Krishna, who is also present at the swayamvar, accompanies the brothers back to their hut after the ceremony. 

 When they arrive, Arjun, in his excitement, tells Kunti that he has got a bhiksha3 of a different kind. Kunti, who is praying at that moment, instructs him to share it equally but when she opens her eyes and sees Draupadi, she realises her mistake and laments at the thought of Draupadi having to marry all the five brothers. Krishna consoles her by explaining to her about Draupadi’s tapasya in her previous birth. Kunti’s words had only ensured that Draupadi would get what she desired in her ideal husband, though in this unusual form.

In her previous birth, Draupadi performed penance in her quest for a husband with many noble qualities. Pleased with her penance, Lord Shiva appeared before her. Delighted, she said, ‘O Destroyer of the World. I wish for a husband who is perfect in all respects. He should be a man of high morals, brute strength and great skill, in addition to being handsome and intelligent.’

‘O Draupadi,’ replied Shiva. ‘In the first place, it is very difficult to find so many qualities in one person. Further, a person so perfect will be arrogant and full of ego, which in turn will affect marital bliss. My advice to you would be to rethink what you ask for.’

But an adamant Draupadi would have none of it and insisted that her boon be granted. Shiva finally relented. It was her karma that was responsible for the situation she was in. 
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The Pandavas eventually return to Hastinapur with Draupadi. Dhritarashtra, knowing fully well that the Pandavas and Kauravas don’t get along, gives Yudhishtir a barren piece of land called Khandavaprastha and asks them to shift there. Krishna comes to the rescue of  the Pandavas by enlisting the help of Vishwakarma, the divine architect who plans and builds Indraprastha, the capital of the Pandava kingdom. The Pandavas along with Draupadi rule over Indraprastha and make it one of the finest cities with good governance.

Yudhishtir, who is known and respected for his understanding and adherence to the path of dharma, agrees that the five brothers will abide by a code of conduct concerning Draupadi. The brothers work out a formula in consultation with Sage Narad. It is decided that Draupadi will spend a year in turn as the wife of each brother. They all take a pledge that when she is performing her responsibilities as the wife of one brother, the other four will respect the privacy of the couple while remaining in their own quarters. Narad, being Lord Brahma’s son, understands very well that a woman like Draupadi could cause a rift among the brothers. Being beautiful and intelligent, Draupadi could sow the seeds of dissension among the Pandavas if she chose to reject the idea and only remain as Arjun’s wife. Narad narrates the story of Shunda and Upashunda to caution the brothers about the importance of always being united. The two asur brothers acquired a boon from Lord Brahma that nobody would be able to kill them unless they kill themselves. In order to get rid of them, the devas sent Tilottama, a beautiful apsara, to lure the brothers into a trap. Enamoured by her beauty, both the brothers wished to possess her and finally ended up killing each other. Narad is also aware of the constantly looming threat of Duryodhan and his ilk and their hatred for the five brothers. He is sure that they too will try every trick in the book to disunite the Pandavas.

To keep the Pandavas united, Narad advises them to follow a strict code of conduct for the successful working of the arrangement that they had arrived at. Should any of the brothers break the rule, that person would go into exile and forsake his year of co-habitation with Draupadi as her husband. 

Thanks to the just rule of the Pandavas with Yudhishtir at the helm of affairs, Indraprastha becomes a very prosperous kingdom with dharma as the cornerstone. Blessed by sages and gods alike, the flora and fauna contribute to the breath-taking landscape of the place. Soon, it stands head and shoulders above Hastinapur in terms of good governance. 

One day, a Brahmin approaches Arjun for help. One look at his distressed face and Arjun knows that all is not well with the visitor. ‘O Arjun! I need your help urgently. Robbers have taken away my cow and only you can bring it back.’ Arjun assures the Brahmin that he will bring the perpetrators to book and searches for his Gandiva. Then he remembers that the bow and arrows are kept safely in Yudhishtir’s quarters. This time of the year, Draupadi is staying with Yudhishtir and entry into their private chambers is barred for the rest of the Pandavas. 

As a Kshatriya, it is Arjun’s bounden duty to bring succour to his subjects in their hour of need and decides that looking after them is more important at that point than maintaining protocol, knowing fully well the price he will have to pay. He enters his brother’s private quarters and retrieves his weapons. On returning after the successful retrieval of the Brahmin’s cow and apprehending the culprits, Arjun returns and immediately goes to Yudhishtir to apologise for breaching the agreement. He prepares himself to face the penalty of exile and forsaking the time he would have of co-habitation with Draupadi. And despite his elder brother telling him that circumstances were responsible for the intrusion, Arjun decides to atone for his mistake and accept the penalty. Accordingly, he goes on a twelve-year exile, away from his brothers, mother and Draupadi. 

During this period, he visits shrines and holy places in a bid to cleanse himself of the sin purportedly committed by him. He joins the sages in performing yagnas and listens to their enlightening discourses. 

One day, as Arjun is bathing in the Ganga, he is pulled into the water by a strange force. Being a warrior, he tries to resist but finds himself helpless. When he regains consciousness, he realises he is in an underwater kingdom, which happens to be the abode of the Nagas. The kingdom of snakes is ruled by Kauravya. His daughter, Princess Uloopi is not only beautiful but a trained warrior herself. When she sees Arjun, she loses heart and decides to marry him. Arjun, however, is very reluctant.

‘O Princess! I am on a teerth yatra.4 It will not be right on my part to marry you now.’

‘O Arjun! The moment I saw you, I fell in love with you. I have already accepted you as my husband.  I would like to marry you and beget a son who will be as brave and accomplished as you.’

Arjun concedes and marries the Naga princess. Arjun spends some time with his new bride in her underwater realm and soon they have a son, who is christened Iravan. He grows up in the Naga kingdom and under the tutelage of his mother, hones his skills and perfects the art of warfare. 
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Finally, it is time for Arjun to leave Uloopi and the kingdom of snakes. He continues his pilgrimage and comes across the mystical city of Manipur. Manipur is ruled by Chitravahan who has a beautiful daughter named Chitrangada. Arjun is fascinated by her beauty and falls in love with her. Chitravahan, realising that his daughter too is taken with the stranger, gathers information about this new man in their kingdom. He is pleased and surprised to find out that the man seeking his daughter’s hand is none other than Arjun, the third of the Pandavas and arguably the best dhanurdhari5 in all of Bharatvarsh.

‘O Arjun! My ancestor Prabhanjan prayed to Lord Shiva, who appeared before him and granted a boon that all his ancestors will be blessed with a child. As I don’t have a son, my daughter is the heir apparent and will inherit the kingdom after me. You will marry her on the condition that you will neither inherit my kingdom nor will you take away the child born to you from Chitrangada after marriage.’ 

Arjun agrees to the conditions put forth by Chitravahan and marries Chitrangada. The couple’s joy knows no bounds when a son is born to them. His name is Babruvahan. After staying with them for a few years, Arjun resumes his journey, leaving behind Chitrangada and their son. Chitrangada raises Babruvahan and the young prince grows up to become a great warrior. Meanwhile, Uloopi moves to Manipur. Having lost her son Iravan6, she considers Babruvahan as her own and takes a keen interest in the young man. 

One day, Babruvahan asks his mother Chitrangada about his father whom he had never seen even once. Chitrangada tells her son that she will reveal his name at the right time. Meanwhile, the Pandavas are preoccupied with events unfolding in and around Hastinapur. Emerging triumphant in the Kurukshetra battle and installing the rule of dharma, the five brothers take on the responsibility to bring succour to their subjects and help them overcome the grief and sorrow in the aftermath of one of the bloodiest wars in human history. They successfully rebuild their kingdom and Hastinapur is well on its way to reclaiming its glory. Arjun and the other Pandavas are keen to reposition their kingdom as the mightiest in the land, and thus decide to perform the Ashwamedha Yagna.

Meanwhile, Arjun returns to Hastinapur and helps his brother Yudhishtir with the Ashwamedha  Yagna – a ritual performed by kings to prove their imperial sovereignty. A white horse accompanied by soldiers is released to roam freely for a period of a year. Whoever dares to seize the horse will run the risk of battling the Pandavas. If nobody captures the horse and allows  the steed to gallop across their lands, it means that the king of that region has accepted the overlordship of Yudhishtir. The horse would then return to the kingdom and ultimately be sacrificed. 

Blinded by hubris and fresh from his victories over the Kauravas at Kurukshetra, Arjun thinks no end of himself.

‘We do not need anybody’s help. Not even Krishna’s to complete the Ashwamedha Yagna as I am invincible and the best dhanurdhari ever to exist.’ 

In due course, the horse reaches Manipur, the kingdom that is currently ruled by Babruvahan. The prince is told of the horse’s presence on his land. He braces for a challenge and asks his soldiers to capture it. Later, he tells his mother Chitrangada that he is looking forward to fighting Arjun.

Tears well up in her eyes as Chitrangada reveals to him that Arjun is indeed his father. Babruvahan is overcome by emotion and is eager to meet his long-lost father. He travels to Hastinapur and on seeing his father, touches his feet and says, ‘O Great Warrior. My name is Babruvahan. Your wife is my mother Chitrangada, the princess of Manipur. After your marriage, you had even stayed in Manipur for a few years. I am blessed to finally meet you.’

Far from accepting Babruvahan, Arjun denies meeting Chitrangada or marrying her. Not stopping at that, he heaps abuses on Chitrangada, describing her as a woman of loose morals. 

Humiliated by Arjun, Babruvahan thirsts for revenge.

‘O Arjun! Power and authority have upset your mental balance. Success is preventing you from recognising your kith and kin. I refuse to spend any more time trying to convince such a man of our relationship. Enough is enough. I will meet you on the battlefield,’ and thunders out of Arjun’s court.

When Uloopi hears about the insult heaped on Babruvahan, she being a warrior herself, tells him to get ready to fight as she feels that it is against Kshatriya dharma to ignore a challenge; irrespective of the might and stature of the enemy. Uloopi also feels that the battle between father and son would be the litmus test for Babruvahan and his fighting prowess. On her instructions, Babruvahan sends a message to Hastinapur that the horse will not be returned. 

Meanwhile, Arjun, along with his soldiers, leaves Hastinapur to quell the challenge posed by Babruvahan, who has Uloopi by his side. The two forces clash, and it’s clear that Arjun has met his match. His arrows are neutralised and the advantage shifts towards Babruvahan. Compounding Arjun’s problems is the curse of the Vasus, Bhishma’s brothers from his original incarnation as Prabhas. Arjun sought the services of Shikhandi,7 the transgender who was Amba in her previous life, to kill Bhishma in the Mahabharata war. When Bhishma saw Shikhandi accompanying Arjuna in his chariot, he dropped his bow and arrows, not wanting to fight anybody other than a man. Arjun seized the opportunity and shot arrows in quick succession, bringing down Bhishma and ultimately leading to his death. The Vasus cursed Arjun that he will meet the same fate as that of Bhishma.

As the battle reaches a decisive stage, Babruvahan releases an astra which pierces Arjun’s heart. Seeing his lifeless body, both mother and son break down. A contrite Babruvahan blames himself for killing his father. Chitrangada, on the other hand, blames Uloopi for instigating Babruvahan to kill Arjun.

Chitrangada and Babruvahan sit beside the dead body of Arjun and mourn his demise. On seeing the inconsolable mother and son duo, Uloopi prays for the Sanjeevani Mani,8 which has the power to bring dead people to life. The moment Uloopi places the Mani on Arjun’s chest, he wakes up. The family reunion is complete as father and son embrace each other amidst tears of joy.

Unlike Iravan, Babruvahan did not participate in the Kurukshetra war. But he went down in history as one of the few warriors in the post-Kurukshetra era who vanquished Arjun.
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Bhishma’s Vow

Brahmalok, the abode of Lord Brahma, the Creator of the Universe, was known to host many an important discourse attended by sages and gods alike. Such gatherings were aimed at the betterment of the world in general and that of Lord Brahma’s ultimate creations, human beings in particular. The sessions were held to imbibe knowledge and serve humanity. On one such occasion, Ganga, the daughter of Himavat, travels to Brahma’s abode to attend the discourse. Also present at this particular gathering is Mahabisha, an Ikshvaku king who has earned the right to visit Satyalok1 as a result of the Ashwamedha Yagna2 and the Rajasuya Yagna3 he had performed on earth. 

As the congregation listens to Lord Brahma’s discourse in rapt attention, a gust of wind sweeps through the convention and dislodges the garment that Ganga had draped across her torso. While the rest of the attendees concentrate on the chants of Brahma, Mahabisha, who notices this, gets distracted by her beauty, despite the seriousness of the ongoing chants. Ganga sees Mahabisha’s amorous glances and reciprocates. When Brahma discovers this, he is furious. He banishes both to earth as punishment for their behaviour. 

Both Ganga and Mahabisha are overcome by guilt and ask for Brahma’s forgiveness, who relents when he sees their remorse.

‘Once your time on earth comes to an end, you will be freed from the curse and will return to your celestial home,’ says Brahma. 

As Ganga descends towards the earth, she encounters the Ashtavasus4 – Anala, Anila, Soma, Ahas, Dhara, Dhruv, Pratyoosha and Prabhas. These sons of Brahma Prajapati approach Ganga with folded hands.

‘O Ganga! Save us! We have sinned and earned the wrath of Sage Vasistha.’ 

Upon enquiring further, Ganga gets the entire story. The demigods were travelling through the skies along with their wives when they spotted a wondrous-looking cow in an ashram they were passing over. This cow which had captured their attention was radiant, shining like a star. On closer examination, they discovered that this was Sage Vasistha’s ashram and the cow was none other than Kamadhenu. Also known as Surabhi, Kamadhenu was known as the mother of cows. All the gods and goddesses resided in her as a result of which, Kamadhenu enjoyed an exalted position and was revered by men and gods alike. 

Apart from the fact that she was blessed with an unending supply of milk, there was also something particularly special about her: Kamadhenu could make her owner’s wishes come true. 

Stunned by the beauty of the cow, the wife of one of the Vasus, Prabhas, asks her husband to get her the cow. When the husband asks her the reason for such a request, she reveals that her friend is suffering from premature ageing and the panacea for restoring her beauty lay in drinking Kamadhenu’s milk. The Vasu hesitates but gives in to her demand and steals the cow, aided and abetted by his compatriots. They are helped along in their plan by the absence of Sage Vasistha from the ashram and successfully execute their plan. The sage, on returning to the ashram, finds Kamadhenu missing. Using his ascetic powers, he comes to know that it is the Vasus who are responsible for the dastardly act. He finds them and after confronting them with the truth, curses them all to be born as mortals and suffer the pain like all human beings.

The eight Vasus fall at his feet and beg for forgiveness. Fortunately, the kind-hearted sage accepts their apology. As the curse cast by an ascetic cannot be rescinded, Vasistha modifies it to provide some hope to the Vasus: ‘Since you have realised your mistake, seven of you will have an extremely short lifespan and return to heaven almost immediately after you are born in your human form. However, the Vasu who hatched the plot and instigated the others will live on earth for a very long time before returning to heaven.’ 

After listening to their story, Ganga promises to help them by giving birth to them. 

‘When I reach earth and get married, I will give birth to each one of you and drown you in the waters of the Ganga. That will set you free from the curse and pave the way for your return to heaven.’

With these words, Ganga leaves them and continues her journey towards earth in search of a suitable match. 

One day, she comes across a man deep in meditation. He is King Pratip, who is a descendant of the Chandravanshi dynasty5 and belongs to the Kuru clan. Ganga transforms herself into a beautiful maiden and approaches the king. She conveys her desire to marry him. Pratip tells her that he sees in her a daughter or a daughter-in-law and arranges her marriage with his son Shantanu, who is none other than Mahabisha, reborn as a result of Lord Brahma’s curse. Shantanu is mesmerised by the graceful Ganga, whose intoxicating beauty is enough to allure the most reticent of the humans. Ganga agrees to marry Shantanu but puts forth a condition. 

‘O King, after marriage, you will not question any of my actions nor dwell into my past. The day you break your promise, I will leave you forever.’ 

The infatuated king, bowled over by her transcendental charms, agrees to her demand without considering the wisdom of such an arrangement. 

Soon they get married and in due course, Ganga gives birth to a son. Shantanu is ecstatic but his joy is short-lived. To his horror, Ganga takes the newborn and drowns the baby in the river. Shantanu had never imagined in his wildest dreams that his wife would commit such an act without even a semblance of guilt; his hands tied as he is bound  by his promise to never question her actions. Ganga again conceives her second child and heads for the river, much to Shantanu’s dismay. And a helpless Shantanu watches disbelievingly, the second baby also meets a watery grave. The remorseless Ganga repeats the same with five more infants. 

Finally, Ganga conceives for the eighth time. She picks up the baby and prepares to go towards the river. With the outer limits of his patience breached, Shantanu explodes, ‘Stop you cruel woman! I have had enough of it. What kind of a mother are you, who kills her children without rhyme or reason? You don’t seem to be a human being! Even devils do not indulge in such heinous crimes. Come what may, I will not let you sin this time.’

‘You are right, O King. I am not a human being. I am Ganga. I am here on earth right now due to Brahma’s curse. In your limited thinking, and I do not blame you for it, you concluded that I killed innocent babies who had not even begun their life. But they weren’t mortal babies. The truth is, the seven children born to me were seven of the Ashtavasus, who were cursed by Sage Vasistha,’ Ganga explains and goes on to narrate the entire episode that led to the casting of the curse. ‘This child in my arms is Prabhas, the Vasu who was the chief conspirator and the brain behind the abduction of Kamadhenu. He is destined to live on earth for a long time and will be a powerful warrior. Very few will be able to match his valour. His name and fame will spread far and wide and he will be known as Devvrat. Now, it is time for me to leave and I am going to take the child with me. I want to ensure that my son gets the best education in the Vedas and military training under highly accomplished sages like Vasistha and Parashuram. After that, the boy will be returned to you and take his rightful place by your side.’ 

With these words, Ganga disappears with the child. As Shantanu reflects on the past, he is dejected at the sudden turn of events; marrying Ganga was a heavy price to pay. But there is very little he can do but to wait for his son. Meanwhile, Ganga takes the child and leaves him in Vasistha’s ashram. The sage teaches Devvrat the essence of the Vedas. The seeds of scholarship are deeply ingrained in the boy at a relatively young age. Later, Ganga takes him to Parashuram, the son of Jamadagni and Renuka who had taken a vow to exterminate the last Kshatriya from the face of the earth. Parashuram is the only Brahmin warrior who is present during the Tretayug and Dwaparyug. With the passage of time, Parashuram’s animosity towards the Kshatriyas decreases, and that is why he agrees to teach Devvrat the art of warfare and the use of weapons. Once the training gets over, Ganga tells Devvrat to get ready to meet his father. 

‘O Devvrat, you are none other than the son of Shantanu, the king of Hastinapur who belongs to the Chandravanshi dynasty. The time has come for you to meet your father.’

‘O Mother, I am truly excited to meet my father. Why didn’t you tell me about him all these years?’ 

Ganga then tells Devvrat all that she can about the great legacy he carries through his father Shantanu.

‘O Son. The mother is heavier than the earth, and the father is greater than the sky. Truth is mother and knowledge is father. According to the Vedas, the flesh of the son and daughter who do not take care of their mother is inferior to dogs. There is no greater dharma than following the father’s command.’ 
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Meanwhile, Shantanu, devastated by the almost overnight loss of his wife and son, tried to overcome his loneliness by immersing himself in the affairs of the kingdom with a view to serve his subjects better and make them happy. One day, when Shantanu is strolling on the banks of the river, he comes across a young man practising diligently with a bow and arrows. Surprised by his prowess, Shantanu approaches him.

‘Son, your marksmanship is amazing. Who are you and where have you come from?’ Before Devvrat can answer, Ganga appears before them, to Shantanu’s utter surprise. 

‘O King. This young man is your son, Devvrat. He has learnt the shastras from Vasistha and honed his skills in the art of warfare from Parashuram. As promised, I have returned him to you and with this reunion between father and son, it is time for me to go.’ Leaving them together, Ganga disappears.

Shantanu is overjoyed to be reunited with his son and both spend quality time with each other. Shantanu familiarises him with the kingdom he will inherit in future. One day, after Devvrat had settled into his new home, Shantanu decides to go to the forest on a hunting expedition. As he travels deeper, the unmistakable smell of musk wafts through the air. Shantanu follows the scent to the banks of the river and traces it to a woman ferrying people from one riverbank to the other. Her name is Satyavati, who was earlier known as Matsyagandhi. The daughter of a fisherman, she was so called due to the fish odour emanating from her body. Once, Sage Parashar, who happened to travel in her boat, was deeply attracted to her and their union led to the birth of Sage Vyasa, who went on to write the Mahabharata. Parashar, with his powers, got rid of her fish odour and replaced it with the alluring scent of musk, which had since always enveloped her wherever she went. 

When Shantanu sees Satyavati, he is instantly attracted to her. He makes enquiries about her and comes to know that she is staying with her father Dasharaj, a fisherman, helping him with his daily routine of ferrying people across the river. Keen on restarting his married life after the void created by the departure of Ganga, he makes his way to Dasharaj’s house and proposes to her. Satyavati coyly tells the king that she will marry him only if her father Dasharaj accepts their relationship. Shantanu agrees and goes to Dasharaj to ask for his daughter’s hand in marriage. 

Dasharaj is overwhelmed, and wary as well, worried as he is about his daughter’s status in the king’s life. 

‘O King! I am indeed honoured that you have chosen my daughter to be your queen. But I have a question. When you get married, your wife, the queen, will bear children who will be heirs to your kingdom and the throne? Where does that leave my daughter and her children? As long as Devvrat is around, I don’t see a future for my grandchildren.’

Shantanu has no answer to Dasharaj’s question as he loves Devvrat and cannot even consider anyone else usurping the throne. Besides, Devvrat has the rightful claim, being the first-born. But he cannot forsake his love for Satyavati too. Caught between his duty and responsibility towards his son and his love for Satyavati, Shantanu finds himself deeply depressed at this seemingly unresolvable conundrum.

He returns to his palace and shuts himself off from the outside world. He stops eating, as a result of which his health deteriorates. Devvrat is unable to see his father in this state and asks Shantanu the reason for his despondency. Shantanu confides his love for Satyavati and the conversation with Dasharaj that followed, as well as the question of inheritance that the latter had put forth. Devvrat, unable to see his father in such pain, resolves to find a solution and visits Dasharaj. 

‘O Dasharaj, I understand your sole reason to not permit Satyavati to marry my beloved father is the worry about whether any of their progeny will inherit the throne. I promise you that after the death of my father, your grandsons will sit on the throne. I am ready to relinquish my claim in favour of Satyavati’s sons.’

‘It is a noble thought indeed but then answer this question of mine, O Devvrat. Later on in life, when you decide to get married and bear children, I am certain that they will undoubtedly be stronger than my grandsons. There is always that danger that my grandchildren will be overpowered and killed by your sons to seize the throne. What will happen then?’

‘Not to worry sir,’ replies Devvrat instantly. ‘I assure you that I will not get married at all and remain a bachelor throughout my life.’ 

With these words, Devvrat takes Dasharaj’s leave. He reaches the palace and reassures his father that he can now go ahead and get married. 

‘Father, nothing gives me more happiness than seeing you get married and continuing the legacy of the Kuru dynasty. What is the use of a son who cannot fulfil his father’s desire? I am indebted to you for life, for what you have given me.’ 

Then Devvrat takes a vow: ‘I will not cast my eyes on any woman with a desire to covet her or marry her; neither will I ascend the throne of Hastinapur. I will remain a bachelor for the rest of my life and dedicate myself to the well-being of the people of Hastinapur while protecting the kingdom with my life.’ 

As he completes the vow, the sky is illuminated by flashes of lightning and the devas rain flowers on Devvrat, hailing him for sacrificing what was rightfully his, out of love for his father. Never before had any human taken such a vow of giving up his claim and dedicating his life in the service of his kingdom. Blessed by the gods, Devvrat, after the vow, becomes Bhishma.

When Shantanu finds out about the supreme sacrifice his son has made, he is astounded. History may have borne witness to fathers sacrificing everything for their children, but this was the first time that a son gave up his all for the love for his father.

‘My Son! You have a taken a vow to remain celibate and devote yourself to the service of Hastinapur at an age when you should marry and beget children. Your sacrifice shall not go in vain. I hereby bless you that as long as you are alive, nobody, not even Indra, can defeat you in combat. And you can leave the world at a time you choose.’

Many warriors have come and gone, but very few can match the character of Bhishma whose pratigya,6 till date, is a watershed in the history of the Mahabharata. 
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Who was Karna?

On one occasion, Durvasa visits the kingdom ruled by Kuntibhoj, the cousin of Yadava king Shurasen. A childless Kuntibhoj adopts the latter’s daughter, who he names Kunti, after him. When Durvasa visits, Kunti has blossomed into a young girl and serves the sage with great devotion during his stay. Durvasa is so pleased with Kunti that he rewards her by teaching her a powerful mantra. 

‘By reciting the mantra, you can summon any of the gods and ask them to grant you the gift of a newborn baby, who will have that quality of the god who grants you the wish.’

The curious Kunti asks the sage as to why he has given her the mantra, to which the sage enigmatically replies, ‘Young Kunti. This mantra will come in handy in the latter years of your life.’

Being young, Kunti, like anyone else at that age, is extremely intrigued by this mantra. Eager to test the efficacy of the mantra, Kunti goes to the courtyard and recites it while looking at the sun. In no time at all, Surya, the sun god appears before her. Satisfied that the mantra works, she thanks the sun god for his appearance and requests him to take his leave. But he refuses – and Kunti realises the enormity of her mistake. 

‘I am bound by the mantra of Sage Durvasa and cannot go back without fulfilling it; neither do you have the power to revoke it. I have no other option but to bring the mantra to fruition before turning back.’ And before she can process what is happening, Kunti is left holding a newborn baby that the sun god Surya has placed in her arms using his cosmic powers. Kunti is horrified by what has happened. Aware of the repercussion of having a child out of wedlock, she places the child in a basket and sets it afloat in the river. She retraces her steps to the palace before anybody can notice her absence. 

As the basket with the cargo on board floats like a rudderless ship, a chariot driver Adhiratha, who is praying on the banks of the river, spots the basket. He swims towards the basket and retrieves it. As he unwraps the bundle, he is surprised to find a beautiful baby inside. He takes the baby home and shows it to his wife, Radha. The childless couple is overjoyed and decides to bring up the child as their own. The boy is named Radheya after his mother. The first thing they notice about the baby is that he is unlike any newborn child they had ever seen – with an extraordinary gold kavach1 and kundal2. Unbeknownst to the couple, this baby is none other than Karna – Duryodhan’s bosom friend, king of Ang and Arjun’s nemesis. We all know about Karna’s valour, his loyalty towards Duryodhan and his pathological hatred towards Arjun. The enigma that surrounds Karna’s previous birth makes for interesting reading. 

Long before the events of the Mahabharata take place, there lived an asur named Dambodhbhav. He was a powerful and ambitious king who waged war against his neighbouring kingdoms and claimed them under his overlordship. Drunk with power, he tortured people and made their lives miserable. 

One day, a strange thought crossed his mind.

‘I have everything that a king would desire – wealth, power and authority. But given that every living being has a limited lifespan, how can I enjoy the spoils when my end comes?’ The answer to the problem, Dumbodhbhav realised, is immortality. ‘Irrespective of the cost, I must attain immortality. Only then can I rule forever without any claimants to my wealth or kingdom!’ 

To bring his plans to fruition, the marauding monarch undertook a penance for many years to propitiate the sun god. Pleased with his tapasya, Surya appeared before him and asked him the reason for such a severe exercise. 

‘O Lord. Grant me a boon of immortality.’ 

Upon hearing Dambodhbhav, Surya said, ‘Life and death are an integral part of every living being’s journey on this earth. I cannot grant a wish that will eventually disrupt the natural cycle. Ask me anything else and I will consider it.’ 

Dambhodbhav, though disappointed, came up with a strange wish that would all but ensure his immortality. The demon asked for a thousand armours to protect the most vulnerable part of the body – the chest. Each armour could only be divested by a person who had performed a thousand years of penance before fighting him – and he had to carry on fighting for a thousand years before being able to remove a single armour. In addition, the person removing the armour should die immediately after it is ripped off. Surya granted him his wish. As soon as Dambhodbhav got the thousand armours, he was known as Sahasr Kavachasur – the demon with a thousand armours. 

With his newly acquired boon, the seemingly invincible Sahasr Kavachasur continued on his agenda of acquiring power with impunity and started harassing devas and rishis alike. Unable to bear his excesses, the affected parties went to Indra for help. Indra told them that only Lord Vishnu would be able to help them, and accompanied them to Vaikunt. Vishnu heard their tale of woe and assured them that he will solve their problem. 

Using his divine powers, he created Nar and Narayan as his incarnations and empowered them to kill the demon. Soon after Nar and Narayan were born in an ashram in Badrinath to Dharma and Murthy, the latter was also known as Ahimsa. The brothers were a potent combination of the human and the divine. Since they were incarnations of Vishnu and sent to earth for a specific task, they started meditating soon after birth. This was essential to prepare themselves for the battle ahead with the dreaded Sahasr Kavachasur.

After a thousand years, Sahasr Kavachasur, who hadn’t stopped his power-grabbing spree, was confronted by Nar. The fight raged on with both combatants trying to outdo each other. After a thousand years of fighting, Nar finally succeeded in piercing the first armour and died. Immediately, he was revived by Narayan who chanted the Mrita Sanjeevani Mantra. Meanwhile, even as Nar had preoccupied the demon in a thousand-year battle, Narayan had begun his penance and continued from where Nar had left of. Another millennium passed before Narayan successfully penetrated through the second armour and died while Nar had been meditating for a thousand years. In this manner, the brothers took turns fighting and meditating until they got rid of 999 armours.

Sahasr Kavachasur realised that he is fighting no ordinary mortals. Prolonging the fight would result in the loss of the lone armour, resulting in his death. In order to save his life, the asur ran away from the battlefield and went to Surya for help. The demon thus narrowly escaped death at the hands of Nar. Narayan, using his divine powers, ensured that the demon’s soul merged with Surya so that he would be killed by Nar in his next birth. In the Dwaparyug, Nar and Narayan are seen in action as Arjun and Krishna and Sahasr Kavachasur, who sought refuge with Surya, is born as Karna. 

According to the theory of karma, you carry your good and bad deeds into your next birth. Karna was arguably one of the greatest warriors to have ever lived but the asur who terrorised rishis in his previous birth had his share of insults and rejections in the Dwaparyug. But for Duryodhan who befriended a rank outsider and anointed him as the king of Ang, Karna would have slid into obscurity. 

Since the time a young Kunti sets him afloat in the river, Karna’s journey is plagued by difficulties. There is little that a remorseful Kunti can do other than shed tears and blame fate. Despite being born as a Kshatriya and tracing his lineage to the sun god, Karna has neither proof nor evidence to prove it. Brought up by Adhiratha and Radha, he is known to the world as a Sutputr. Birth is not in our hands nor is death. In Karna’s case, the tag of Sutputr is a stumbling block in his progress. His skills are at par with Arjun’s if not superior. He moves around with princely arrogance, having total faith in his abilities, while patiently waiting for the ideal platform to make a splash.

Every father wishes that his son gets trained under the best guru he can find. The charioteer Adhiratha takes Radheya to Dronacharya and requests him to train him. Dronacharya looks at Karna condescendingly and says, ‘Anybody desirous of learning the art of warfare under my tutelage should be a Kshatriya. Your son isn’t and so he does not qualify to be my pupil.’ 

Radheya, who is listening to Dronacharya, asks, ‘Excuse me Sir, is the teacher supposed to decide who will learn based on a pupil’s parentage? When Mother Saraswati imparts knowledge, is that a criterion she uses to decide who will be given education and who won’t?’ 

Taken aback by his son’s impudence, Adhiratha asks Dronacharya to forgive his immaturity and pardon the boy. Before leaving, the young Radheya turns around and pointing to Dronacharya’s son Ashwathama, asks Dronacharya, ‘Sir, who is that boy?’

‘He is my son Ashwathama,’ replies the guru.

‘He is not a Kshatriya either,’ replies Radheya, fully aware of the fact that Dronacharya is a Brahmin by birth and walks away nonchalantly, leaving Dronacharya red-faced.

Rejected by Dronacharya, Karna, still in quest of a teacher, reaches the ashram of Parashuram, the chiranjeevi warrior saint. In the past, he had imparted training to Bhishma and according to Karna, there could be no better teacher for him.

Karna thus goes to Parashuram to learn the art of warfare. Parashuram, who is an ardent devotee of Shiva, vows to exterminate every Kshatriya on the face of the earth as his father, Sage Jamadagni, was brutally killed by a Kshatriya king Kartavirya Arjun, blessed with a thousand pairs of hands. Masquerading as a Brahmin, Karna spends years perfecting the art of using astras. Soon, it is time for Karna to leave. On his last day, Parashuram and Karna take a break and Parashuram rests under a tree with his head on Karna’s lap. Suddenly, a bee appears from the thicket of leaves and stings Karna repeatedly in the thigh, drawing blood. But Karna bears the pain and remains motionless, lest his shout of pain cause his beloved guru to awaken. The repeated stinging by the insect causes a pool of blood to collect on his thigh, and it slowly trickles down to Parashuram’s head. When the stickiness of the blood on his temple wakes him up, Parashuram is confused and when he sees the source of the blood, his confusion turns to astonishment and rage. 

‘You cheat! All the while you told me that you were a Brahmin and acquired knowledge through deceit.  A Brahmin cannot bear such pain. I curse you that the knowledge and skills which you have accumulated so assiduously over the years will desert you at a time when you need them most.’ 

Karna’s misfortune follows him like a shadow. On another occasion, Karna is hunting and accidentally kills a cow. The Brahmin who owns the cow is furious and curses Karna. ‘You have killed a defenceless animal and may you be killed in the same way.’ 

One day, Karna comes across a little girl who is crying. Upon enquiry, he learns that the girl has spilt ghee into the ground. Taking pity on her, Karna squeezes the mud and extracts the liquid from the earth. His action causes untold sufferings to Mother Earth and she curses him – ‘You will pay a great price for this sin.’

Karna, however, is undeterred by the string of reverses, because he has faith in his ability as a dhanurdhari and is only looking for an opportunity to showcase it to the world and earn the respect that he believes he deserves. His search brings him to a stadium in Hastinapur where events are taking place. Dronacharya, the guru of the Kuru princes, has decided to offer his students a platform to demonstrate the skills of his wards and holds a contest in an arena where thousands are in attendance. Bhim and Duryadhan display their prowess with the mace and Yudhishtir with the spear. But the prince who steals the show is Arjun. As Dronacharya is about to proclaim him as the ‘sarvashresth dhanurdhar’3, Karna enters the arena and openly challenges Arjun. Arjun accepts the challenge but is stopped by Kripacharya.

‘Young man. This contest is open only to princes. Arjun is the son of Kunti and a Kshatriya. Pray tell me who your parents are and which kingdom you rule.’ 

Karna’s lips are sealed as he does not want to reveal that he is a Sutputr. Duryodhan, who is always at loggerheads with the Pandavas, jumps to his rescue and declares him as the prince of the kingdom of Ang. But the announcement comes a bit too late in the day and Karna is successfully blocked by Dronacharya and Kripacharya from participating – but not before getting humiliated in public. 

Eventually, during the Kurukshetra battle, Karna is appointed the commander-in-chief on the sixteenth day. His charioteer is Shalya, the king of Madra. Instead of helping Karna, Shalya keeps praising Arjun with a view to unsettle Karna. The king of Madra wanted to fight for the Pandavas but was tricked by Duryodhan, leaving him with no option but to join the Kauravas. Shalya has an axe to grind and assumes the role of ‘demotivator-in-chief’ when Karna asks him to be his charioteer. 

‘You are no match to Arjun. You are waging a futile war and will face certain defeat.’ In no time the conversation between Shalya and Karna develops into a full-blown argument. The moment of truth arrives as Karna comes face to face with Arjun. At that very moment, the wheel of Karna’s chariot sinks into the earth. Shalya refuses to help him arguing that a charioteer’s duty is limited to driving the chariot and flees the scene, leaving Karna in the lurch.

In the final analysis, multiple factors lead to Karna’s death. The curses of Parashuram, the Brahmin and Bhoodevi,4 coupled with Indra’s treachery, work against him. To ensure Arjun’s victory against Karna in the Mahabharata war, Indra meets Karna disguised as a Brahmin and under the pretext of asking for a bhiksha, asks him for his earrings and body armour. Despite being forewarned by the Suryadev about such an occurrence, Karna obliges Indra. Blood oozing out of his body, he takes an arrow and cuts the earrings and armour and gives them to Indra. 

Karna is a large-hearted and generous person who believes in giving and not taking. He is loyal to the core and chooses to be on Duryodhan’s side even after Krishna tells him that the Pandavas are his brothers. Krishna tries to convince him to switch sides and fight for the Pandavas but Karna refuses and professes his fierce loyalty to Duryodhan. Despite being a charioteer’s son, he is not bogged by his so-called low parentage and aspires to be the greatest warrior of all time. 

But the fact remains that Karna also made several bad decisions. He chose to fight for the wrong side. He threw the rules of engagement to the wind when he brutally killed Abhimanyu. When Duryodhan’s brother Dushyasan outraged Draupadi’s modesty during the infamous game of dice, Karna applauded Dushyasan and used intemperate language against Draupadi. Instead of using his discretion, he blindly supported Duryodhan against everybody else. When Krishna went to Hastinapur as a messenger to ask for Indraprastha, Karna forgetting that he is an avatar of Vishnu, joined hands with Duryodhan and tried to seize him. 

He was time and again insulted by the likes of Bhishma and Dronacharya. In the Kurukshetra war, everybody was against his appointment as the commander-in-chief except Duryodhan. It is only after their deaths on the battlefield that Karna was chosen to lead the Kuru army. He had an air of arrogance and his sole aim in life was to kill Arjun.

On the flip side, he was chivalrous and promised Kunti that he would spare the lives of the rest of the Pandavas, sans Arjun. Finally, when Karna was felled by Arjun’s arrow while trying to pull the wheel of his chariot stuck in the mud, his life came to an end. His soul left his body and reunited with Surya, the sun god with whom he had sought refuge in his previous birth as Sahasr Kavachasur. 
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Mahabharata’s  Machiavelli – Shakuni

He was the hundredth son of King Subala, the youngest of them all, and was also called Saubala. Very few in the Mahabharata were as sharp and clever as the illusionist par excellence – Shakuni. At ease with the sword, he preferred a pair of dice to reach his goal. A temple in the south Indian state of Kerala stands apart from the rest. Neither gods nor goddesses are worshipped here; the presiding deity is none other than Shakuni – Duryodhan’s manipulative maternal uncle. 

The Mayamkottu Malancharuvu Malanada temple in Pavithreswaram in Kerala is dedicated to this arch villain who was accused of sowing the seeds of hatred between the wrangling cousins. The connection between Shakuni and the temple dates back to the days when the Pandavas went into hiding during their agyatavas1 while the Kauravas launched a search to find them before the year was up and thus forced them to repeat their twelve-year vanvas2. In the wake of the pursuit, the Kauravas, along with Shakuni, passed through the village which is inhabited by the Kuravars – a  tribe belonging to the mountainous region of south India. The Kuravars welcomed the Kauravas and offered them food and shelter during the stay. Shakuni was overwhelmed with their hospitality and showered them with gifts – including jewels, ornaments and gold coins. To this day, the Kuravars consider Shakuni as a god and worship him. 

Shakuni is one of the most complex characters in the epic. He was the one who kept everybody on tenterhooks by planning one devious move after another. Synonymous with deceit and treachery, Shakuni did everything he could to destroy the Pandavas. Did he hold a grudge against the five brothers? On the face of it, it appears so – spewing vitriol on them at the slightest pretext and turning the Kauravas against their cousins. But the real story is slightly different. It is neither the Pandavas nor the Kauravas but Bhishma against whom Shakuni nursed a grudge – and with good reason. 

The kingdom of Gandhar is ruled by Subala, a worshipper of Lord Shiva. Subala is blessed with a hundred sons and a daughter. Shakuni is the youngest of the brothers and arguably the smartest of the lot. His sister Gandhari is a woman of unparalleled beauty and an ardent devotee of Lord Shiva. Shakuni loves her sister dearly. King Subala is keen on finding a suitable match for his daughter. However, there is a big obstacle that he faces in finding his beloved daughter a suitable match. Gandhari has a kuja dosha, which means that the unfavourable planetary position of Mars will result in the death of the man who marries Gandhari. 

In order to correct the anomaly, Subala is advised by priests and astrologers to get her married to a goat, which would then be sacrificed to nullify this hindrance. Subala completes the ritual and keeps it under wraps for fear of not finding a suitable groom for her daughter. In the meantime, Ambika, the mother of Dhritarashtra and prince of Hastinapur who was born blind, believes Gandhari will be an ideal match for her son. She sends word to King Subala seeking an alliance. Subala rejects the proposal outright as he does not want her daughter to marry a sightless man and suffer for the rest of her life. Similar sentiments are echoed by Shakuni as he is confident of getting a better match for his sister. The lukewarm response to the marriage proposal is a signal to Hastinapur that they are not too keen on the alliance. Subala, through his spies, comes to know that the rejected party is planning to invade Gandhar.

When Ambika comes to know of this, she is beside herself with rage and summons Bhishma, ordering him to invade Gandhar. Subala is no match for Bhishma, and the latter counsels Ambika against using force as it violates dharma. Ambika has none of it and reminds him of his pratigya3 to serve the interests of Hastinapur. And so it happens that Bhishma and his army besiege Gandhar. With defeat staring in the face, Shakuni backs off by agreeing to Bhishma’s terms. In reality, he is filled with hatred towards Bhishma for ruining Gandhari’s life. However, the crafty Shakuni senses an opportunity to get even with Bhishma by influencing Dhritarashtra. His ultimate aim is to destroy Bhishma and the Kuru clan. The marriage of Gandhari and Dhritarashtra is solemnised under duress. As an obedient and dutiful wife, Gandhari takes a vow to wear a piece of cloth around her eyes forever, as she does not want to look at a world her husband can’t perceive. Except on one occasion, towards the end of the Kurukshetra war, Gandhari never removes her blindfold. 

Over time, Dhritarashtra comes to know about Gandhari’s previous marriage with a goat and for reasons best known to him, gets offended. He feels cheated and decides to punish not only Subala but his hundred sons including Shakuni. He converts an underground cellar into a makeshift prison where no light can enter from outside. Subala, along with his hundred sons, are led to the prison and locked inside. The scarcely lit cellar has a small window through which a morsel of food is thrown on the floor. It doesn’t take much time  for Shakuni to understand the blind’s king’s sinister motive – eliminate the entire Gandhar clan by starving them to death. 

As days pass by, the brothers deprived of food become weak and emaciated. Shakuni reads the writing on the wall and devises a strategy.

‘My beloved brothers. Unfortunately, we have all become victims of circumstances and the situation is getting worse by the day. But we must take revenge on the Kuru dynasty and obliterate them. Not a single member should be spared. For that to happen, you have to sacrifice your lives by letting me eat your share of the food. This way, I will survive and look for an opportunity to get out of this place. Once I am out,  I will destroy them right down to the last man.’

The brothers agree and every day they part with their share of food, a meagre grain of rice or two which is eaten by Shakuni. Soon, all ninety-nine brothers die of hunger, leaving Shakuni and his old father Subala. As he looks at the frail old man, Shakuni weeps bitterly. He recalls his father’s precipitous journey from the throne to the prison. His hands trembling, Subala looks at Shakuni.

‘Son, even in my dreams I didn’t imagine that such a fate would befall us for no fault of ours. Promise me that you will wipe out the entire Kaurava clan as these people don’t deserve anything better. When I die, you will preserve my bones and shape them into a pair of dice. My soul will enter the dice and obey every instruction of yours when you play. They will come in handy in the future and help you execute your plan with clinical precision.’ 

Later, Subala asks Shakuni to bring a stick. Then the old man raises the stick and whacks Shakuni on his leg. The severity of the blow cracks a bone and forces Shakuni to walk with a stoop. 

‘I broke your leg so that you will never forget the promise you made to your father and brothers.’ Eventually, Subala dies. Shakuni collects his father’s bones and fashions them into a pair of dice. They become his prized property – the illusionist and gambler par excellence. 

Meanwhile, Dhritarashtra is unmoved by the deaths of the Gandhar princes; nor is he bothered about the sole inmate languishing in the cellar. Finally, Gandhari prevails upon her husband to release her only-surviving family member. Dhritarashtra agrees as he sees no threat posed by a single individual, weary and incapacitated after years of incarceration. At last, Shakuni wins his freedom and continues to stay in Hastinapur.

Shakuni wastes no time in driving a wedge between the Pandavas and Kauravas, disregarding the fact that they are children. Bhim, the second of the Pandavas, is a burly boy with brute strength. The Kauravas don’t get along with him as he pins down Duryodhan and his brothers every time they fight. Duryodhan develops a dislike for Bhim and waits for an opportunity to get even with him. The seeds of hatred are sown by Shakuni at an impressionable age. As the years go by, the gulf widens between the cousins.

One day, Shakuni calls Duryodhan aside and advises him to permanently get rid of Bhim, even suggesting the best way he can achieve this. He tells Duryodhan to mix poison in the kheer being prepared for lunch that day and offer it to Bhim. Faking camaraderie, Duryodhan leads Bhim to Pramanakoti, a picturesque location on the banks of the river Ganga, and offers him the poison-laced kheer. According to the well-laid-out plan, the remaining Pandavas have been coaxed by Duryodhan’s other brothers to go for a swim, away from Pramanakoti. As Bhim drinks the kheer, he loses consciousness. Seizing the opportunity, both Duryodhan and Dushyasan push him into the river. He sinks to the bottom of the river, where he is bitten by the snakes residing in the river’s depths. Astonishingly, their bite removes the poison and Bhim is escorted to the underwater kingdom of the Nagas. 

‘Who are you and why have you come here my child?’ asks Vasuki,4 the king of snakes.

‘My name is Bhim and I am the son of Kunti.’ 

Vasuki is overjoyed to see Bhim as the Nagas are Pandavas’ ancestors. He then brings nectar in a cup and asks Bhim to drink as much as he can. 

‘Bhim, this nectar will give you the strength of a thousand elephants. Drink to your heart’s content.’ 

And much to Shakuni’s disappointment, Bhim returns home stronger and fitter than ever. Unfazed by the failure of his plan, Shakuni simply regroups and continues thinking of ways to destroy the Pandavas. The extent to which Shakuni poisons Duryodhan’s mind can be gauged by the lacquer house incident that happens much later. Such is the diabolical nature of the individual that even Kunti, being a woman, is not spared as he continues to weave his web of deceit. 

The wheel of time moves quickly. The Pandavas and Kauravas reach adulthood. In all these years, Shakuni influences Duryodhan to such an extent that he has a stranglehold over the eldest of the Kauravas. He tells Duryodhan that there is more than one way to kill the Pandavas without eyebrows being raised. On his advice, the Pandavas are invited to a fair in Varnavrat. In the meantime, Duryodhan summons his friend and confidant Purochan who happens to be an architect. He is entrusted with the responsibility of building a palatial house made of lacquer, a highly inflammable material and keep the project under wraps. Meanwhile, Kunti and her sons arrive at Varnavrat to stay in the house. The palace is to be surrounded by Duryodhan’s henchman to prevent them from escaping. Vidura, the half-brother of Pandu and Dhritarashtra and advisor to the Kuru kingdom, smells something fishy. 

His informers reveal Duryodhan’s plot to get rid of the Pandavas by setting the house on fire and make it look like an accident. Much before the unsuspecting Pandavas along with Kunti arrive at the house, Vidura, upset by this deceit by Duryodhan, arranges for a miner to dig a tunnel from the palace leading to the banks of the river – a subterranean escape route doubling as an emergency exit. 

Finally, the Pandavas leave for the fair. When they return, to the lacquer house, Yudhishtir invites Purochan to join in the celebrations where good food and wine are served. Purochan is looking for an opportunity to set fire to the house but to his dismay, Bhim has the habit of staying awake all night. Finally, the moonless night of Amavasya arrives and darkness prevails. Several drinks later, Purochan is in high spirits. By sheer coincidence, a woman belonging to the hunter tribe known as the Nishad stumbles into the house along with her five sons. The prospect of good food and wine is too inviting to resist and the six join the feast. The night is young and the spirits are high. They make merry and carry on drinking till they pass out on the floor. Bhim seizes the opportunity and quickly moves towards the tunnel with his mother and brothers in tow. After seeing them to safety, he takes a torch, sets fire to the house and escapes through the tunnel. The fire quickly spreads everywhere. Purochan, the woman and her sons are roasted alive. The Pandavas along with Kunti emerge from the other end of the tunnel where a boatman is waiting to take them to safety. Yet another murderous attempt engineered by Shakuni goes in vain, thanks to Vidura’s intervention. 

Down but not out, Shakuni works on another plan to be executed at the right time.

Shakuni continues to stay on in Hastinapur and carries on planning ways to destroy the family. One day he has an unlikely visitor waiting to meet him. His son Ulook has travelled from Gandhar to meet his father. Shakuni embraces his son warmly. 

‘O Father! Without you, the kingdom of Gandhar looks lifeless; the void created by your departure can never be filled. Why should we lose sleep over an issue involving the Kauravas and the Pandavas? Leave them to their fate. Please return to Gandhar. Let us forget the past as a bad dream and move on.’

Shakuni looks at his son with fire in his eyes and says firmly, ‘Have you forgotten what happened to my beautiful sister who was forced to marry the sightless Dhritarashtra? How can I forget the excesses committed by Bhishma! My sole aim in life is to destroy the Kuru dynasty piece by piece, including Bhishma who ruined our lives which was otherwise full of happiness and joy. I will not step out of Hastinapur until my mission is complete!’ With these words, he takes leave of Ulook.

The story of the Mahabharata can never be complete without the mention of the infamous game of dice. Shakuni, the master tactician, plays with the minds of Yudhishtir and Duryodhan at the same time. He is a mind reader of sorts and an expert at analysing the strengths and weaknesses of people. Duryodhan is unable to think rationally as his mind is clouded by his hatred towards the Pandavas. Anger and bravado are the negative qualities of the eldest of the Kurus. Shakuni fully exploits them to reach his goal. On the other side, Shakuni exploits Yudhishtir’s weakness of going overboard with dharma. Knowing fully well the insidious nature of the Kauravas, the eldest of the Pandavas still abides by it even when he knows that he is being manipulated.

Shakuni shares with Duryodhan a deceptive plan to dispossess the Pandavas of their wealth and kingdom, Indraprastha, over a game of dice. Duryodhan informs Dhritarashtra about the friendly match, but he summarily dismisses the suggestion. Bhishma opposes it tooth and nail as he feels that the game should be played without bets. However, the irascible Duryodhan overrules everybody and the naive Yudhishtir agrees to play. Duryodhan authorises Shakuni to cast the dice on his behalf, which is opposed by the Pandavas. Duryodhan steps in and says, ‘O Yudhishtir, you seem to be developing cold feet even before the game. Shakuni is not a stranger. We have known him since childhood. He is your uncle as well.’

Yudhishtir finally gives in and the game starts in right earnest with Shakuni casting the dice. The ornate hall is packed to capacity. Watched by Bhishma, Karna, Vidura and Dhritarashtra, Duryodhan and his brothers, the players are separated by the mat with the squares inscribed on it. Consumed by dharma, and believing that everyone he is dealing with is as straightforward as he is, Yudhishtir is so caught up in the game that he does not suspect Shakuni’s unusual prowess with the dice. Sanjay, a disciple of Vyasa, sits next to Dhritarashtra and gives him a blow by blow account of the game. 

It is Shakuni’s day under the sun and the dice seem to obey him like a child. Of course, nobody has the faintest idea that the soul of Subala is doing the trick. The first item put at stake is Yudhishtir’s necklace, which he loses. To up the ante, the latter then offers gold coins and loses again. Then he wagers his treasury and forfeits them as well. At this point, Yudhishtir is counselled to leave the game, but he declines, falling back on the dharma of a Kshatriya, saying that he will not leave the game midway and continues with his losing spree. 

Every time he loses, Yudhishtir is encouraged by Shakuni to raise the stakes in a bid to regain everything he has lost. As Yudhishtir gets sucked into the accursed game and possessed by the fever of gambling, he pawns his brothers one by one and loses them too. A stunned audience is yet to come to terms with the disgusting display when Karna suggests that the Pandavas should now wager Draupadi, as she is the lawfully wedded wife and by rights, his property. Here, too, Yudhishtir loses. Dushyasan outrages Draupadi’s modesty. The Pandavas hang their heads in shame, unable to do anything to protect Draupadi’s honour as they have been lost by their oldest brother and at that moment, are Duryodhan’s slaves. However, Bhim gets up and snarls out a vow – to kill Dushyasan for his vile act of insulting the wife of the Pandavas. Eventually, it is Lord Krishna who saves Draupadi; seeing the abject helplessness of her husbands, Draupadi prays to the Vishnu incarnate, who appears to her rescue in the nick of time and saves her modesty by ensuring an endless supply of her sari, even as Dushyasan tires in his attempts to disrobe her.

Though the game of dice is apparently a win for Shakuni and the Kauravas, the banishment of the Pandavas into the forest is the first step ultimately leading to the Kurukshetra war and the subsequent destruction of the Kaurava clan.

Was Shakuni a victim of circumstances? His only aim in life was to destroy the Kuru dynasty. Using a combination of guile, intelligence and deceit, Shakuni lived up to his promise. Well aware of the fact that the Kauravas do not stand a chance against the Pandavas with Lord Krishna on their side in the Kurukshetra war, Shakuni works untiringly till the last Kaurava is dealt with. 

On the last day of the Kurukshetra war, he is slain by Sahadev – signalling the end of this Machiavelli of the Mahabharata.
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Ashwathama – The Barbarian 

Once upon a time, a poor Brahmin couple is blessed with a child, and much to their shock, he comes into the world neighing like a horse! The boy, named Ashwathama, is the only child of Dronacharya and Kripi, the twin sister of Kripacharya. Dronacharya is a great Shiva bhakt and had prayed to the god for a long time before Ashwathama was born. The neighing sound, which resonated across the four corners of the earth, was accompanied by a celestial voice that proclaimed, ‘This is no ordinary child! He has been born with the blessings of Lord Shiva. He shall be named Ashwathama.’ 

And truly, the little boy is certainly not like every ordinary baby; he is born with a mani1 on his forehead, which is meant to protect him from demons and spirits. 

One day the boy is playing with his friends and they are all engrossed in a discussion about the milk they drink at home. Ashwathama’s parents, living in abject poverty, are not in a position to buy milk for their son. The boy who had never tasted milk before comes home crying and asks for milk. His mother Kripi tries to console him but to no avail. With no other option, Kripi puts a handful of rice flour in water and offers it to his son. The boy relishes the drink and stops crying. Kripi later tells Dronacharya about the incident. Both are devastated at being unable to provide their son with basic food. Steeped in abject poverty, Dronacharya finds it difficult to meet both ends meet. Despite being extremely skilled and accomplished in the art of warfare, he is unable to find any work; a position that is suited to his wisdom and knowledge. Saddened by the incident, Dronacharya decides to leave his place and try his luck by travelling to distant lands. He knows that only wealth will improve his lot in life. Not the one to give up easily, Dronacharya resolves to do everything in his power to make it happen. 

As he reflects on his future course of action, his mind wanders to the past. He remembers his childhood friend Drupad, the king of Panchal. Dronacharya and Drupad happen to study together under Sage Bharadwaj, who happens to be Dronacharya’s father. In the course of studying together, both forge a deep, emotional friendship, so much so that on the last day of their tutelage, Drupad even tells Dronacharya, ‘My friend, I will never forget the years we spent studying together. Soon, we will go our separate ways and when my time comes to take over the throne of Panchal,  I promise to give you half my kingdom.’ 

Dronacharya immediately decides to go and meet Drupad, who has by then, become the king of Panchal. He is confident that his dear friend will come to his aid. Dronacharya thus heads to Drupad’s court, but he is in for an unpleasant shock. He gets a rather cold reception, with none of the warmth that he was anticipating on meeting an old and close friend. He tries to remind Drupad of the days they spent at the gurukul but Drupad feigns ignorance. Dronacharya shrugs off the indifference and gets down to the reason for his visit and reminds Drupad about his promise to share half his kingdom with him. Drupad, in all his arrogance, denies any such promise and losing his patience, calls Dronacharya a beggar. Choosing to ignore the humiliation and the hurt, Dronacharya makes a last attempt to invoke compassion in this proud and egotistical individual who he once considered a close friend. He explains his pathetic condition to Drupad and asks for a cow to feed his son Ashwathama. His request falls on deaf ears and the indigent Brahmin is promptly shown the door. Dronacharya leaves, totally devastated and insulted. 

He then travels to Hastinapur. There, he spots the Pandavas and Kauravas princes standing near a well. Upon enquiry, Dronacharya learns that the ball they were playing has fallen into the well. He assures the boys that he will retrieve the ball. He shoots an arrow which gets stuck in the ball. Then he shoots a second arrow into the rear end of the first arrow. After a few more arrows, the line of arrows eventually reaches the top of the well. Dronacharya pulls the line and gets the ball. The boys, thrilled with the skill of the man, take him to Bhishma who appoints Dronacharya as their guru. Eventually, Dronacharya finds success, when he is entrusted with the responsibility of imparting education and training to the Kuru princes. Among all his pupils, Dronacharya is highly impressed by Arjun’s potential and promises to make him the sarvashresth dhanurdhari2. Dronacharya also gives Arjun the knowledge of invoking and using  the Brahmastra3 and teaches him the secret of launching and recalling the dreaded weapon. But Arjun isn’t the only one who he imparts this knowledge to.

One day, Dronacharya calls Ashwathama for a private discussion. Both father and son sit before a sacred fire. Though he knows that his son is impetuous, his filial affection overrides everything else and he begins to teach his son the secrets of Brahmastra. 

‘Son, pay careful attention to what I am going to tell you now. Today, I am going to introduce you to the deadly Brahmastra. Listen well to what I say. This is not some toy that can be used whenever you like. It is so powerful that it can burn down the universe and bring about great devastation. It can end civilisation as we know it. It should not be used to settle scores, or even to protect your life. Unless there is a valid reason, the astra should not be invoked. I know that you have a terrible temper. You are very emotional and have no sense of balance. I repeat, Ashwathama. Think a hundred times before using this destructive weapon.’ 

After the ritual, the Brahmastra enters Ashwathama from the fire and becomes a part of his arsenal. With the Brahmastra in his possession, Ashwathama’s ego gets a mighty boost. 

Amongst the many characters in the Mahabharata, the impetuous Ashwathama comes across as a warrior lacking maturity and forethought. He often finds himself in difficult situations as he jumps headlong without assessing his capacity and strength. Known to punch above his weight, he relegates the mighty Brahmastra to just another arrow in his quiver. His ego is such that he believes he can even get hold of the Sudarshan Chakra, which is next on his list of weapons to acquire. His belief in his ability and the arrogance that defines him compels him to think that for a warrior of his stature, the Sudarshan Chakra should ideally be with him and not with Krishna.

To fulfil his desire, he travels to Dwarka and meets Krishna. He thinks that by acquiring the chakra, he can be mightier than Krishna himself.

‘O Krishna, I have every astra one can dream of – the greatest of them being the Brahmastra. With this impressive collection of weapons, it is a foregone conclusion that I have no competition today. Nobody can defeat me. Yet, I am not satisfied and wish to trade my Brahmastra for your Sudarshan Chakra. Can you give it to me?’ 

‘By all means, Ashwathama,’ replies Krishna, adding. ‘Though you should know that the Sudarshan Chakra is no ordinary disc. Can you manage?’

Brimming with overconfidence, Ashwathama laughs derisively and tells Krishna that there is no weapon that he is incapable of handling. Krishna summons his chakra.

‘O Sudarshan, Ashwathama desires to possess you. From now on, you can be a part of his arsenal.’

With these words, Krishna releases his chakra. As the flaming disc approaches Ashwathama, he finds it too hot to handle and in the process, his fingers get burnt. 

‘Please get this thing away from me!’ screams Ashwathama fearfully even as Krishna tries to suppress a smile. Ashwathama, in all his arrogance, is not aware of the fact that the Sudarshan Chakra belongs to Lord Vishnu; it is the very same celestial disc which, when summoned, appears on Krishna’s index finger to protect dharma which is on the decline in Dwaparyug.

[image: Image]

Ashwathama had known and grown up with the Kauravas as his father was guru to both sets of cousins. He had never hated the Pandavas to begin with and even revered Yudhishtir for his knowledge. However, all that changed when his father was killed in the Kurukshetra war, by deceit. 
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Ashwathama’s unstinting loyalty towards Duryodhan gets him the pride of place in the Kaurava army. He is appointed as a front-line commander in the offensive against the Pandavas. It is day fifteen of the Kurukshetra battle and Dronacharya is unstoppable. He wants to ensure victory for the Kauravas and in the haze of war and in a moment where he abandons all caution, summons the Brahmastra. But before he can use it, Lord Brahma appears before Dronacharya and admonishes him. He dissuades him from using the weapon that will guarantee total annihilation.

‘O Dronacharya! Being a Brahmin, it does not augur well for you to use a weapon that will destroy everything. You, with all your knowledge, should know better! The astra should be used only and only under extreme conditions. Brahmins are supposed to teach, impart knowledge and be constructive, not destructive. Wisdom lies in not using it now.’

Dronacharya relents. Meanwhile, Duryodhan, who has lost most of his brothers, taunts Dronacharya to avoid fighting the Pandavas. The enraged Dronacharya, smarting under the insult, decimates several Pandava divisions in a matter of minutes with his arrows.

Krishna surveys the chaos and concludes that nobody can defeat Dronacharya on his day. He is aware that if Drona continues at this rate, he will finish the Pandava army in no time. The Pandavas need to get Dronacharya out of the way to entertain any hopes of victory. He hatches a plan along with Yudhishtir and Bhim. He then asks Bhim to kill an elephant named Ashwathama.

Immediately afterwards, he asks Yudhishtir to announce the death of the elephant. Yudhishtir agrees and proclaims, ‘Ashwathama hata Kunjaraha,’4 deliberately lowering his voice on the word ‘kunjaraha’, which is a reference to the elephant that he is talking about. Since it is Yudhishtir, the apostle of dharma who has spoken these words, Dronacharya misses the last word and believes that his son is killed. He goes into a state of shock. He drops his bow and arrow and stands motionless. Drushtadumnya, sensing an opportunity, kills the unarmed Dronacharya, bringing to an end, the life of one of the greatest teachers of all time. In the process, he avenges the death of his father Drupad, who was killed by Dronacharya. 

Ashwathama stands beside the lifeless body of his father. He comes to know of the sinister plot hatched by the Pandavas resulting in the death of his father and summons the Narayanastra, which happens to be Lord Vishnu’s personal weapon. As the astra leaves his bow, it travels vertically and positions itself right above the Pandava army. Thousands of soldiers are killed by the streaks of lightning emanating from it. As if the damage is not enough, balls of fire hurtle down, creating mayhem among the Pandava ranks. The Pandavas are all at sea against the awesome power of the weapon, but Krishna, the incarnation of Lord Narayan, knows how to neutralise the weapon. 

‘O Pandavas, if anybody tries to fight the astra, it will become more aggressive and hit back with greater force. In order to nullify its awesome power, throw down your weapons and surrender to it in much the same way a devotee surrenders to God while praying.’ 

Bhim, who is all brawn, wants to brazen it out but falls in line after heeding to Krishna’s request. This show of humility yields results and the Narayanastra cools down and disappears, but not before wiping out a few divisions of the Pandava army. 

On the eighteenth day of the battle, the Kauravas are a spent force. Defeat looms large with the death of Dronacharya, the last recognised strongman in the Kuru ranks. The invincible Bhishma who can choose the timing of his death had fallen to Arjun’s arrow on seeing Shikhandi, who is none other than Amba in her previous birth, who had vowed to kill Bhishma. Resting on a bed of arrows, Bhishma waits for the auspicious time to leave the body and go back to the heavens. Karna too is no more. The warriors still in the fray are Duryodhan, Kripacharya, Ashwathama and Kritavarma. Kritavarma, a Yadava warrior, fights for the Kauravas as Krishna gives away his army – the Narayani Sena – to Duryodhan as per the latter’s request. 

Duryodhan knows that the end is near and hides in the Dwaipayan lake. At nightfall, Ashwathama, Kripacharya and Kritavarma search for Duryodhan and call out to him. Then they hear a voice from inside the lake and they know that it is Duryodhan. The trio is unaware that they are being watched by hunters hidden behind the trees. These hunters move stealthily and run to the Pandavas in the dead of the night. They meet both Yudhishtir and Bhim and tell them about the lake where Duryodhan is hiding. The Pandavas reach the lake and ask Duryodhan to come out of hiding but they are met with silence. They continue their barbs till Duryodhan can’t take it any longer. He comes out and agrees to fight Bhim. In the course of the fight, Bhim strikes Duryodhan on the thigh and the Kuru prince falls to the ground. As he is left to bleed and die, Ashwathama consoles him. 

‘O Duryodhan, the Pandavas have defeated us through treachery and guile. I promise you that before you die, I will slay the Pandavas and bring their heads to you.’ 

The mortally wounded Duryodhan looks at his friend.

‘Ashwathama, nobody could touch the Pandavas during the war. If you can kill them all, you would have done what none could do thus far.’

As darkness falls, Ashwathama, his maternal uncle Kripacharya and Kritavarma ride towards the Pandava camp, which is in a celebratory mood. They dismount and decide to wait for some time. Meanwhile, Ashwathama looks at the trees and spots a number of nests occupied by crows, which are being watched by an owl. The same crows that had harassed the owl during the day become sitting ducks. With its excellent night vision, the owl swoops down on the nests and starts killing the crows in the most gruesome fashion. The killing spree continues unabated throughout the night till no crow is left alive. After some time, all that is left is torn feathers, severed necks and dismembered plumages of the ravens.

Ashwathama’s eyes light up and he thinks to himself, ‘This is what I am going to do, as a sleeping enemy offers no resistance. I will stealthily slip into the Pandava camp and finish off not just the Pandavas, but everyone who dares to come in my way. There is no dharma or adharma; all is fair in love and war. When I complete the task, I will give Duryodhan the good news so that he can die peacefully.’ When Kripacharya comes to know of his diabolical plan, he advises Ashwathama to respect the rules of warfare.

‘In war, never slay a sleeping adversary. This is not dharma. You can defeat him in combat fought fairly and not otherwise.’

‘Did the Pandavas follow dharma when they killed grandsire Bhishma? What rules did they follow when they killed my father or even Karna, for that matter?’ Through his cogent arguments, Ashwathama convinces Kripacharya and Kritavarma to join him in the covert operation. The trio reach close to the Pandava camp, and Ashwathama instructs Kripacharya and Kritavarma to wait outside. Away from the camp, the Pandavas are celebrating their victory. The mood is one of exhilaration as people dance and sing with gay abandon. For Ashwathama, the moment of reckoning has arrived. He enters the tent and finds Drushtadumnya in deep slumber. He kicks his father’s assassin and wakes him up. He uses his fists and beats him to a pulp. Like a savage, he strangles Drushtadumnya to death. As he searches for the Pandavas, he is disappointed as he doesn’t find them. Instead, he finds the five young sons of the Pandavas. Like an animal, Ashwathama pounces on the innocent boys whose life had just begun and decapitates their heads one by one. 

Not stopping at that foul murders, the unrepentant Ashwathama turns into a killing machine by slaying Shikhandi and several other prominent warriors from the Pandava camp, such as Yudhamanyu and Uttamaujas5. The commotion draws soldiers from nearby who try to attack Ashwathama but to no avail. Those who escape his murderous attack are set upon and hacked to death by Kripacharya and Kritavarma who are hiding outside. When the grisly raid comes to an end, a possessed Ashwathama is soaked from head to foot in the blood of his victims. It is difficult to comprehend that the son of a teacher would resort to such barbarity. The raiders leave the camp and arrive just in time to see Duryodhan take his last few breaths. Ashwathama tells Duryodhan that he has practically wiped out the Pandava line of succession by killing the sons of the Pandavas. A satisfied Duryodhan closes his eyes, never to open them again. 

The next morning, the Pandavas and Krishna, who were away the previous night, return to their camp. They are shocked to see the grisly scene that greets them. Yudhishtir faints on seeing the bodies of the five young boys whose lives have been nipped in the bud. There is blood everywhere and the faces are unrecognisable. Ashwathama’s vengeance has left a trail of death and destruction. Bhim is boiling with rage. The Pandavas know that out of the surviving Kauravas, Ashwathama is the only warrior left in the field powerful enough to be so brutal. Arjun vows to track down the culprit. The five brothers start searching for Ashwathama. Meanwhile, the warrior in question comes to know that he is being pursued and runs away. The Pandavas search for him and finally locate him near Sage Vyasa’s ashram on the banks of the Ganga.

Ashwathama is cornered and faces the wrath of the five brothers. Krishna too arrives on the scene. His mace raised, Bhim approaches Ashwathama and is all set to strike him. 

Ashwathama is not done as yet.

‘O Pandavas. You cannot kill me even if you want to as I hold the ace. Be prepared to die.’

He picks up a blade of dry grass, chants a mantra and invokes the Brahmastra, disregarding the advice given by his late father Dronacharya. Krishna asks Arjun to release his Brahmastra as a counter to Ashwathama’s weapon. As the two powerful astras are about to collide, Sage Vyasa intervenes and stops the weapons with his divine power. He asks both Arjun and Ashwathama to recall their weapons. Arjun obeys Vyasa but Ashwathama does not know how to recall the astra. Vyasa instructs Ashwathama to direct it elsewhere.

Continuing with his pathological hatred towards the Pandavas, Ashwathama screams aloud, ‘So what if I couldn’t finish off the Pandavas. Now let me make amends by killing their heirs and finish their legacy once and for all.’ 

With these words, he directs the weapon towards the womb of the pregnant Uttara6 in an attempt to kill Parikshit and end the lineage of the Pandavas. The trajectory of the Brahmastra thus changes course and heads towards Uttara and her unborn child. Krishna summons the Sudarshan Chakra to stop Ashwathama’s weapon. The chakra positions itself over Uttara’s womb. The Brahmastra tries to pierce the ring of protection and is ultimately consumed by the Sudarshan Chakra. Uttara’s child is saved and the heir Parikshit is all set to take birth and continue the legacy of the Pandavas. The angered Pandavas want to cut Ashwathama to pieces but Sage Vyasa stops them from doing so. 

Krishna asks Bhim to pull the mani out of Ashwathama’s head. With his brute strength, Bhim wrenches it out of his head leaving Ashwathama bleeding. 

For once, anger gets the better of Krishna. 

‘Never have I seen someone so inhuman and heartless as you! You didn’t think twice before killing five innocent boys barely in their teens. You didn’t even spare an unborn child. For your misdeeds, you will be afflicted with leprosy that will eat your skin. People will run away at the very sight of you. Your body will be covered with cuts and wounds from where blood and puss will flow uncontrollably. Nobody will help you or provide you with food and shelter. You will roam like a mendicant from place to place without rest or respite; even death cannot save as you will continue to live forever.’

It is believed that Ashwathama still roams the earth, as punishment for his sins and with no way to repent for them.
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Abhimanyu – The Teenage Warrior

The eighteen-day Kurukshetra war wreaks havoc across the board. As days pass, the casualties mount. Death does not spare anyone – commanders-in-chief, soldiers, charioteers, horses, elephants, princes and warriors – the young and the old alike. Day thirteen is no different, but the horrific nature of war and ambition is newly realised, when the body of a young warrior barely into his teens is seen lying on the battlefield with multiple stab wounds. A pall of gloom has descended on the Pandava camp. The loss is irreparable. The sight of wailing women suggests that the boy was doted upon just not by his parents but everyone in the extended family. As the grieving mother throws herself on her son’s body and weeps inconsolably, the men who have gathered around break down as well. The mortal remains of Abhimanyu, the son of Arjun and Subhadra, are ready to be consigned to the funeral pyre. As Subhadra grieves for her son, memories of the past float before her eyes.

Subhadra, Krishna’s sister, had fallen in love with Arjun but Balaram was keen on getting her married to Duryodhan; Balaram had taught Duryodhan the finer aspects of martial arts and wielding the mace. Impressed with Duryodhan’s dedication and skill, he had promised to make him one of the best gadadhari1 in the world. 

‘Ask me a boon, Duryodhan and it will be granted.’

‘O Great Balaram! Your kindness knows no limits. It would be my honour if your sister Subhadra were to marry me, so all I ask is for her hand in marriage.’

Balaram told Duryodhan that he needed to ask her opinion and consult his father Vasudev. Subhadra, however, who was in love with Arjun, confided in Krishna her desire to marry him. Arjun who was in the midst of a pilgrimage, and came to Dwarka in the guise of a Sanyasi and serenaded Subhadra. Without Balaram’s knowledge, Krishna arranged a meeting between the besotted lovers at a pre-decided location. Arjun arrived there in his chariot and both of them eloped. Balaram was furious when he came to know that his sister has been kidnapped by Arjun. He threatened to pursue Arjun and kill him. Krishna calmed him down, telling him that Subhadra was indeed in love with Arjun and the only ritual left for Balaram was to bless them. With Balaram’s blessings, Arjun and Subhadra eventually got married and settled into their life together.

Soon Subhadra conceived. Once, while she was sitting alone and heavily pregnant, Arjun sat with her and began talking to her about different formations of war, one such being the Chakravyuh. Unknown to both the parents at the time, their unborn son was also listening to the story from the womb. Arjun described the Chakravyuh as an arrangement of soldiers that keeps moving in the form of a spinning wheel, this multi-layered defensive formation looks like a disc or a chakra when seen from the top. The warriors at each inter-leaving position would be in an increasingly tough position to fight. Unless one fully understands the intricate details of this strategy, it is well-nigh impossible for him to come out unscathed after entering the ring. 

As Arjun completed half the story, Krishna walked in and advised him against narrating stories about war and military formations to a woman in an advanced stage of pregnancy. Thus Arjun stopped his narrative midway. And so it happened that the unborn Abhimanyu, while still in the womb, attained knowledge about penetrating the Chakravyuh but missed out on the finer details of exiting the ring. 

On that fateful thirteenth day of the Kurukshetra war, this incomplete information proves costly for Abhimanyu, who gets into the Chakravyuh easily but is unable to come out and perishes bravely in an unequal, unfair fight. 

Consequent to their loss in the game of dice, the Pandavas were forced to forsake their kingdom and serve their vanvas in the forest for twelve years, and spend an additional year in hiding. During that time, Krishna took both young Abhimanyu and Subhadra to Dwarka, where he and Balaram taught and trained Abhimanyu. Krishna’s son, Pradyumna, coached him in the art of warfare.

Meanwhile, after completing twelve years of the vanvas, the Pandavas had to serve the year-long agyatavas. Remaining incognito, the five brothers and Draupadi entered the services of Virat, the king of Matsya. However, for all practical purposes, Keechak, King Virat’s powerful brother-in-law, was the de facto ruler of Matsya. One day, when he had come to visit his beloved sister, he happened to see Malini and was enthralled by her beauty; Malini was Draupadi in disguise. Keechak set his eyes on her and made her an offer that he would make her the queen if she married him. Draupadi asked for time and shared with the Pandavas her predicament. Bhim was given the task of taking care of Keechak. According to the plan, Draupadi agreed to meet Keechak in the dance hall and sent Bhim instead. As Keechak entered the hall to meet Draupadi, he was confronted by Bhim and killed in a bloody fight. The news of Keechak’s death spread like wildfire and Duryodhan realised that only one of the Pandavas could be strong enough to kill a powerful Kshatriya such as Keechak. Almost certain that they were hiding in the kingdom of Matsya, Duryodhan sent his army there to confirm his suspicions, expose them out of hiding before the year could end and force them into a second cycle of the twelve-year vanvas and one-year agyatavas – since that was the punishment that the Pandavas had agreed to. Arjun was masquerading as Brihannala, a transvestite appointed to teach Virat’s daughter Uttara, the art of dancing, which he learnt under the celestial danseuse Urvashi when he went to Swarglok to obtain Divyastras from Indra. He, along with the Matsya king’s son Uttar Kumar, took on the Kaurava army single-handedly and defeated them. Uttar Kumar could not believe what he was seeing. Arjun knew that the agyatavas was coming to an end and decided it would be prudent to reveal his true identity once the deadline draws to a close. Virat came to know that he was none other than Arjun and offered his daughter Uttara’s hand in marriage.

‘O King! I will have to respectfully decline. I was her teacher and always looked on her as a daughter.  I have come to love her as a daughter, and nothing will make me happier than asking for her hand in marriage for my son Abhimanyu, who would be a perfect match for Uttara.’ 

King Virat immediately accepted the proposal, considering himself lucky to get such an alliance from such an illustrious family. The wedding was celebrated with pomp and splendour and attended by Balaram, Krishna and a host of royal invitees. It also coincided with the Pandavas having triumphantly completed their thirteen-year-long punishment that resulted from the ill-fated game of dice all those years ago.

Abhimanyu and Uttara spend some time together, with the war looming over their life. And as Uttara is expecting their child when the war begins in earnest, Abhimanyu is dissuaded from participating. But the young man insists on fighting alongside his father and uncles. 

On the thirteenth day of the war, Arjun is busy fighting the Samsaptakas – warriors belonging to Susharma’s army. The king of Trigarta had taken a vow to kill Arjun. It was the same Susharma who attacked Matsya under King Virat but was captured and humiliated by Bhim. The Trigartas are itching to settle scores with the Pandavas because they want to avenge their defeat at Arjun’s hands when he set out on his campaign of conquest during the Rajasuya Yagna performed by his brother Yudhishtir.

The Trigartas are allies of Jayadrath, the king of Sindhu and Duryodhan’s brother-in-law. A powerful warrior, Jayadrath too has a score to settle with the Pandavas. One day, when the Pandavas were living out their exile in the Kamyaka forest, Jayadrath was passing through along with his soldiers when he noticed the beautiful Draupadi. The Pandavas had gone out to hunt, and she was alone. Taking advantage of their absence, Jayadrath seized her and drove her away in his chariot. The Pandavas, on returning, found Draupadi missing and found out that Jayadrath had kidnapped her. Bhim and Arjun chased Jayadrath and caught up with him. While Arjun decimated Jayadrath’s soldiers, Bhim pulled Jayadrath from the chariot and rained blows on him. Overcome with anger, Bhim wanted nothing less than putting an end to his life, but Arjun intervened, and the two of them, along with Draupadi headed back to the hut where Yudhishtir, Nakul and Sahadev were waiting, dragging Jayadrath along with them to exact appropriate punishment. Except for Yudhishtir, everybody wanted Jayadrath to be killed. Yudhishtir again upheld the code of dharma and forgave him. But Draupadi wasn’t happy with the decision. She ordered Bhim to shave Jayadrath’s head leaving five tufts of hair as a reminder. Bhim got a razor and completed the task, leaving Jayadrath looking ugly and nearly unrecognisable. 

Smarting under the insult Jayadrath was keen on exacting vengeance, and performed a penance that impressed Lord Shiva, who appeared before him and asked him to state his boon. 

‘O Destroyer of the Universe! Grant me a boon so that I can defeat all the five Pandavas in battle.’

‘O Jayadrath. You are asking for the impossible. What you ask for contradicts a boon I had given Arjun many years ago, impressed as I was when he gave me a tough fight. I granted him the knowledge and use of the formidable Pashupatastra.’ 

However, I will grant you a boon which comes close to what you have asked. On a day that you choose, you will be able to defeat the other four Pandava brothers – Yudhishtir, Bhim, Nakul and Sahadev. On that day, you will be unstoppable and no one will be able to defeat you. The effect of the boon will wear off once the day comes to an end.’

Jayadrath who has been waiting for an opportunity to strike back at the Pandavas, finds his moment during the bloody Kurukshetra war, with Arjun’s son Abhimanyu. 

He thinks to himself, ‘If I kill Abhimanyu, Arjun will be crestfallen and will not have the heart to fight us. Abhimanyu’s death will further create dissensions and the brothers will part ways. Once that happens, it is a matter of time before we vanquish the Pandavas.’

Back on the battlefield, Dronacharya notices the absence of Arjun who is away from the theatre of action, fighting Susharma and his army. This is a deliberate ploy to wean him away when they implement their strategy to end the war once and for all – the formation of the Chakravyuh. With its creation, the Kauravas gain the upper hand and casualties mount on the other side. That is when Yudhishtir gets worried and asks for Abhimanyu’s willingness to enter the Chakravyuh.

The excited young warrior is more than pleased to take up the assignment and prepares to pierce the circle. He succeeds in entering the Chakravyuh and in no time shows by raking up the dead bodies of soldiers as he makes his way into the innermost circle. The fury of his arrows is unabated. Even Dronacharya and Karna are unable to face the teenager’s onslaught. Seeing the havoc that a mere teenager has caused, Duryodhan lambasts Dronacharya.

‘O Great Guru,’ he says mockingly. ‘I thought that the Chakravyuh would seal the issue in our favour, but it is turning out to be counter-productive. Why are we not able to stop Abhimanyu?’

‘Way back when you were my students, Arjun learnt the Kavacha Dharan Mantra, a spell that will encase the warrior in an impenetrable armour, making him invincible on the battlefield. I suspect that he has passed it on to his son. As long as Abhimanyu has the protection of the mantra, let alone me, nobody in the Kaurava army can defeat him. However, the mantra has a vulnerability. If we attack Abhimanyu from the rear and break his bow, the mantra is neutralised,’ replies Dronacharya. All the while, Abhimanyu assumes that he has back-up support from Yudhishtir, Bhim, Drupad and Drushtadumnya; but they are effectively blocked by Jayadrath, who is unstoppable on this day, according to the boon given to him by Lord Shiva. 

Jayadrath stands like a wall and is unconquerable. He displays amazing power and succeeds in stopping not only the Pandava brothers but anyone who dares to enter the Chakravyuh. 

Meanwhile, Sanjay narrates to Dhritarashtra the proceedings on the battlefield. ‘O King! Your son-in- law is fighting like a possessed warrior. He is moving with lightning speed, scattering the Pandava soldiers, and defeating the Pandava brothers themselves. He is standing like an impenetrable wall separating Abhimanyu from the rest of the Pandavas.’ A smile escapes the face of the blind king.

On the battlefield, Dronacharya firms up a strategy to attack Abhimanyu from behind without his knowledge – a move that goes against the tenets of dharma and does not conform to the rules of engagement. 

All the prolific warriors who were earlier defeated in one-on-one combat by Abhimanyu as he entered the inner circle, come together to implement this strategy. Karna too is part of the insidious plan, and he shoots an arrow to break Abhimanyu’s bow. At the same time, Dronacharya shoots and kills the horses driving the young warrior’s chariots. Kripacharya, who is not far behind, brings down the charioteer. Abhimanyu falls to the ground only to be greeted by a shower of arrows from all directions – Ashwathama, Shakuni and Kritavarma all join the fray. Fighting bravely, he picks up the wheel of his fallen chariot to try and defend himself. While Jayadrath keeps the Pandavas at bay, Abhimanyu is outnumbered. Disregarding the fact that he is still a teenager, the Kauravas pounce on him like a pack of wolves and stab him repeatedly. Their animosity and hatred towards the Pandavas, fuelled further by Shakuni, is on display as Arjun’s son is mercilessly hacked to death. The repulsive manner in which they execute their plan goes down as a horrific black mark in the Kurukshetra war. Jayadrath’s joy knows no bounds as he has exacted revenge on Arjun with the death of his son. 

When Arjun returns triumphant from his fight and finds out about the brutal murder of his son, and Jayadrath’s role in it, he vows to kill Jayadrath, the man responsible for the murder of his son, before the next day’s sunset, when he would end his life by performing agni pravesh2.

Meanwhile, Duryodhan, after coming to know of Arjun’s vow, leaves no stone unturned to protect Jayadrath by instructing Ashwathama and Kripacharya to ensure his safety at all costs. Arjun, along with Krishna, goes searching for Jayadrath but there is no sign of him. Time is running out. Then Krishna uses the Sudarshan Chakra to create a fake sunset, due to which he believes Jayadrath, thinking himself safe, will come out of hiding. Darkness envelops the battleground. The Kauravas rejoice as they know that without Arjun, the war is theirs to be won. Jayadrath also comes out of hiding to witness Arjun’s last moments. In a flash, Krishna withdraws his chakra and the sun blazes in all his glory. Krishna tells Arjun to kill Jayadrath and ensure that the severed head is dropped in the lap of his father. Jayadrath’s father Vridakshatra had granted his son a boon, that whoever killed Jayadrath would immediately die – his head would explode into a hundred pieces the moment Jayadrath’s head touched the ground. Arjun does so. The arrow slices Jayadrath’s head and deposits it into his father’s hands. The old man is taken aback and drops the head on the ground. Instantly, Vridakshatra’s head is blown into a hundred pieces, signalling the end of both father and son. 

Why was Abhimanyu’s lifespan a short sixteen years? In his previous birth, Abhimanyu was Varchas, the son of the moon god Chandra. Dwaparyug sees a rise in adharma and the gods ask the devas to send their sons to fight on the side of justice. Chandra loves his son Varchas dearly and refuses to send him. Later, he is convinced by the other devas to send his son to earth for sixteen years at the end of which he would return to his father. Upon his death, Abhimanyu’s soul goes back to the moon. 
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An Axe to Grind – Parashuram

Brahmins in Indian history were the repositories of intellectual knowledge. They graced kings’ courts and counselled royal families on important decisions. Brahmins were never known to wield weapons. 

They were known to lead austere lives with the sole aim of serving mankind through the dissemination of knowledge. Right from fixing auspicious moments to performing yagnas and other rituals, Brahmins were consulted and their word was final. No wonder they were held in high esteem and for all practical purposes irreplaceable.

However, there was one Brahmin who stood apart from the rest. He was a fighter to the core who wouldn’t think twice before bringing his axe down on the neck of his enemies. With matted hair and anger writ large on his face, he is a lone warrior Brahmin known to erupt at the very mention of the Kshatriyas. He is Parashuram, one of Lord Vishnu’s avatars who came to earth with a purpose – to check the excesses committed by the seemingly unstoppable and ambitious Kshatriyas bent upon bloodshed and wresting power from each other. 

The story dates back several thousand years. His name is Ruchika and he is the son of Maharshi Bhrigu. One day, Ruchika is passing through a kingdom  Kanyakubj situated on the banks of the river Ganga, ruled by Gadhi who belongs to the Chandravanshi dynasty. Gadhi has a beautiful daughter by the name of Satyavati, and princes from far and near want to marry her. Ruchika is no exception and is charmed by her beauty. He meets the king and asks his daughter’s hand in marriage. The king is somewhat surprised but doesn’t reject the proposal outright. Very rarely you come across a Brahmin wanting to marry a Kshatriya girl. He looks at Ruchika and says, ‘O Sage. As has been the practice in my family, whoever desires to marry my daughter has to fulfil a requirement. The prospective groom should give me a thousand white horses and each horse should have a black ear.’ 

Ruchika agrees to the king’s demand. Using his spiritual powers, he reaches the abode of Varuna, the rain god and prays to him to give him the horses. Varuna, who is considered a large-hearted deity and worshipped by childless couples to beget children, is pleased with Ruchika’s devotion and grants him the thousand horses to be given to Gadhi in the form of dowry. 

‘O Varuna! I am forever thankful to you for your gift of the horses. But how shall I take them to the king?’

‘You don’t have to worry about that, Ruchika. I will ensure that the horses are transported through a channel and will reach Kanyakubj on the banks of the Ganges. When you go back, the horses will emerge one by one from the river.’ 

Ruchika returns to Kanyakubj and sure enough, the steeds are waiting. He gifts the horses to Gadhi and marries Satyavati. 

Satyavati leaves the palace and adjusts well to life in the hermitage. The couple enjoys marital bliss in serene surroundings, away from the pomp and splendour of the royal palace. They live a happy and contented life, except for Satyavati’s secret sorrow – the fact that she has yet to have a child of her own. One day, Ruchika senses that something is amiss and asks her the reason. Satyavati explains to him the cause of her unhappiness. The sage tells her not to worry and assures her that he will find a solution. Ruchika consults his father Bhrigu, who gives Satyavati two potions – one for her and the other for her mother. He tells her that the potion that is meant for her will result in Satyavati giving birth to a sage, while her mother will beget a Kshatriya son who will grow up to be a mighty warrior. Satyavati, in her excitement, mixes the two potions. Both women consume the potion and become pregnant. 

While she is pregnant, however, Ruchika notices a Kshatriya aura around the child in the womb. When he asks Satyavati about the potion she took, she realises that she must have taken the one meant for her mother and tells her husband that it happened unintentionally. Satyavati begs Ruchika to transfer the gift of Kshatriya hood to her own child’s son in the future. Ruchika forgives her and with his father’s help, defers the bestowal of the gift to their grandchild.

Satyavati thus gives birth to Jamadagni who becomes a Saptarshi.1 Jamadagni marries Renuka and Parashuram, the sixth incarnation of Vishnu is born to them. 

Jamadagni is a direct descendant of Lord Brahma. Renuka gives birth to four sons before Parashuram: Vasu, Viswa, Brihudyanu and Brutwakanwa. Before the birth of their fifth son, Jamadagni and Renuka meditate for divine providence and are blessed by Shiva. Lord Vishnu fulfils their wishes and is born from the womb of Renuka as their fifth and youngest son. The son is named Rambhadra. Despite being a Brahmin, Parashuram grows to be an aggressive young man. On the advice of his father Jamadagni, Parashuram undertakes penance to appease Shiva. The lord of Kailash is pleased with his devotion and appears before him. Not only does he teach him martial arts, but gives him an axe to protect the oppressed as adharma is on the rise. 

Born in a Brahmin family, Parashuram carries a number of Kshatriya traits, which include aggression, warfare and valour. He is also called a Brahma-Kshatriya, as he represents the best of both worlds – the Vedic wisdom of the Brahmins and the combativeness of the Kshatriyas.

This is also the period of the reign of Kshatriya king, Kartavirya Arjun. The son of Kritavirya and an ardent devotee of Lord Dattatreya rules the Haihayas kingdom, with its capital city of Mahishmati on the banks of the Narmada river. Kartavirya Arjun prays to Dattatreya and is blessed with a thousand pairs of hands making him a fearsome adversary and earns him the nickname of Sahasrbahu Arjun. He is so powerful that he defeats the mighty Ravan and imprisons him.

Once, while on a hunting expedition, Kartavirya Arjun and his army visit Jamadagni’s ashram. The sage, known for his hospitality, takes good care of his guests. Besides the king, the kind-hearted sage feeds the whole army. The king is intrigued by a mere rishi’s capacity to satisfactorily feed such a vast army and questions him about it. Jamadagni tells his guest that it is possible because of the divine cow Kamadhenu,2 which provides an unending supply of milk and food to the residents of the ashram.

‘O Jamadagni! I am truly impressed by the divine cow Kamadhenu but I think she would be more useful to a king than a rishi. With the cow, I can feed my army and my subjects. I wish to take the cow to my kingdom.’

Jamadagni tries to reason with the king by telling him that she is a divine cow and apart from milk, Kamadhenu is needed for religious ceremonies and pujas. Kartavirya Arjun pays no heed to his words and orders his soldiers to seize the cow and bring it along.

Parashuram who is out of the ashram at the time of the king’s visit; returns to find Kamadhenu missing. His father tells him that the cow has been whisked away by Kartavirya Arjun. 

‘Do not worry father. They wouldn’t have gone far. I will teach theses Kshatriyas a lesson they will remember for life.’ With his axe in hand, Parashuram catches up with Kartavirya Arjun and his soldiers. 

‘Kartavirya Arjun! You have taken advantage of my father’s hospitality by stealing Kamadhenu after he expressly requested you not to. Either return her to me respectfully or face the consequences.’

Kartavirya Arjun laughs at Parashuram and insultingly says, ‘Hey Brahmin! You think you can take on my entire army? Try your best. I will ensure that you do not return alive.’ 

He orders his soldiers to attack Parashuram but they can’t get beyond his axe. In no time, the ground is littered with severed heads as he systematically wipes out Kartavirya Arjun’s army. The showdown is a battle to the end between the Brahmin and the Kshatriya.

Kartavirya Arjun aims arrows by engaging all his thousand hands but Parashuram deflects them with his axe while chopping each hand in quick succession. As the fight progresses, he chops off the last pair of hands with his celestial axe. Finally, he ends the fight by decapitating Kartavirya Arjun’s head. He brings home the cow and informs his father that the enemy has been vanquished. 

When Kartavirya Arjun’s sons come to know of their father’s death, they are thirsting for revenge. They come to the ashram searching for Parashuram but find Jamadagni instead. The sage is brutally killed by the sons, who bludgeon him to death twenty-one times. With every strike of her husband’s body, Renuka screams and weeps copiously. Parashuram, who had gone to the nearby forest, hears his mother’s cries and comes running to the ashram. He is shocked to see his father’s lifeless body lying on the ground, hacked to death by Kartavirya Arjun’s sons. Boiling with rage, Parashuram takes his axe and turns his wrath on his father’s murderers, killing them in his all-consuming rage. The incident affects him to such an extent that he vows to rid the earth of the Kshatriyas. 

As a tribute to his slain father, he goes around Bhoolok twenty-one times, killing every Kshatriya ruler he can lay his hands on. Then, he fills five lakes with their blood. No Kshatriya ruler can face the fury of Parashuram and his axe. To save themselves, the surviving kings take to wearing bangles to get Parashuram off the trail; it is a symbolic gesture meant to convince Parashuram that they will not fight him in battle. A few others hide themselves among cows knowing that Parashuram worships cows and will not come looking for them for the fear of hurting the docile animals. 
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Being a chiranjeevi, Parashuram witnesses the events that occur before the Tretayug to beyond the Dwaparyug. In the Dwaparyug his animosity towards the Kshatriyas is on the wane. A much mellowed Parashuram accepts Bhishma as his disciple knowing fully well that he belongs to the Kshatriya clan. His tilt towards Brahmins continues and he zealously defends his community at every conceivable opportunity. When he comes to know that Karna has deceived him by masquerading as a Brahmin, he curses him, as a result of which Karna forgets the mantras to invoke the astras and is killed by Arjun. Even in the Dwaparyug, the atrocities committed by the Kshatriyas are on the increase. Parashuram knows that the duty of upholding dharma in the Dwaparyug is the responsibility of Vishnu’s eighth avatar, Krishna. Knowing this, he travels to the ashram of Guru Sandipani, where Krishna and Balaram are students. 

Krishna bows to Parashuram and asks for his blessings.

‘Krishna, it seems you are also in need of blessings. You have played your flute and charmed everybody. You have also eaten more than your quota of butter. The Kshatriyas were harassing people before and the situation is no different now. I am giving you the Sudarshan Chakra. With this celestial disc, you will protect dharma and show the Kshatriyas, demons and oppressors their place.’ He passes on the chakra to Krishna and the disc stays with him till the end. 

When he is on a mission, he is ruthless to the core especially when it comes to eliminating the Kshatriyas. This facet of his personality is exemplified in an incident concerning his mother. Parashuram believes in obeying his father’s diktat without a moment’s hesitation. One day, his mother Renuka carries an unbaked pot to the river to fetch water for her husband’s morning rituals. At the same time, a group of Gandharvas are having a bath in the river. As she notices the handsome demigods, her concentration wavers. For a fleeting moment, she is filled with a desire unworthy of a rishi’s wife. The unbaked pot she is holding slips from her hands and falls into the river. Afraid to return to her husband, she waits at the riverbank, not having the courage to face him. Meanwhile, Jamadagni waits for his wife to return. Through his divine powers, he comes to know of the sacrilege committed by her. Furious with rage, the rishi calls his eldest son, Vasu; hands him an axe and asks the boy to kill his mother. Horrified at the order, the boy refuses and Jamadagni turns him to stone. He then asks each of his sons and they all refuse. One by one, he turns them into stones. Finally, it is the turn of his youngest son Parashuram. Without flinching, Parashuram takes the axe and beheads his mother. Pleased with his obedience Jamadagni grants two boons to Parashuram. The boy asks his father to bring back his mother to life and turn his brothers back from stone to flesh. Jamadagni thus restores life to his wife and sons. 
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The Mahabharata is incomplete without the mention of Parashuram’s confrontation with his pupil Bhishma. Bhishma’s half-brother Vichitravirya becomes the king of Hastinapur after Chitrangada, who is killed by a Gandharva. Bhishma is searching for a suitable bride for him. Meanwhile, Kashya, the king of Kashi, arranges a swayamvar for his three daughters Amba, Ambika and Ambalika. Princes from far and near attend the event. No invitation is sent to Vichitravirya. Bhishma gatecrashes the swayamvar, where a fight ensues between him and the other princes. He defeats them and forcibly takes away the three princesses to Hastinapur as potential brides of Vichitravirya. 

Upon reaching Hastinapur, Amba tells Bhishma that she is in love with Salwa, the ruler of Saubala, who was present in the swayamvar.

After knowing this, Bhishma sends Amba to Salwa so that she can marry him. But Salwa refuses to accept her, saying that she has been abducted by another man and returned as ‘charity’.

Saddened and humiliated, Amba goes to Vichitravirya, but he too refuses her saying, ‘What is once given is never taken back.’

Amba makes a last-ditch effort to salvage the situation by asking Bhishma to marry him, but he refuses because of his vow to remain unmarried.

Abandoned and humiliated, Amba goes to Parashuram and shares her woes. Parashuram summons Bhishma and asks him to accept Amba as Vichitravirya’s wife. Bhishma says it is against dharma to force Amba to marry Vichitravirya since she has given her heart to Salwa. Parashuram is incensed and declares war on Bhishma. 

The two veterans duel for days. The advantage shifts to Parashuram as he brings down Bhishma with an arrow that pierces his heart. Bhishma sinks into the chariot and loses consciousness. Out of the sky, seven figures clad in white along with Ganga put Bhishma in a chariot and carry him away to Swarglok. They appear in his dream.

‘O Bhishma, we are the Ashtavasus and you were one of us before being born as a human. The lady in white is your mother Ganga. The weapon that we are about to give you is called the Mohanastra. Tomorrow, when you fight Parashuram, use it against him to weaken him and gain the upper hand.’

The battle resumes the next day. Bhishma takes the deadly Mohanastra and aims it at Parashuram. Before he can release the arrow, Sage Narad appears and stops the fight. 

‘O Bhishma! Parashuram is your guru and you will accumulate countless sins by fighting your teacher.  I urge both of you to stop.’

Then Narad turns towards Parashuram, ‘O Great Sire, it is not Bhishma’s fault as Amba did not tell him about Salwa before the swayamwar. I beseech you, great warriors, to close the matter here and now.’

Both teacher and disciple heed Narad’s advice and a truce is called.

In his life spanning many epochs, there was hardly a Kshatriya who didn’t taste defeat at Parashuram’s hands. This was the one rare occasion when a Kshatriya survived a confrontation with the Brahmin warrior sage.



12

The Fire Princess – Draupadi 

The king of Panchal is fuming from this insult heaped on him by his former friend Dronacharya. He, however, isn’t surprised, given the bad blood between the two. Well before Drupad, the king of Panchal inherited his kingdom, he had forged a deep friendship from his gurukul days with a clever and skilled student, Dronacharya. At the time, the future king had promised his best friend unto half his kingdom before they went their separate ways. While Drupad ascended the throne, Dronacharya led a life of abject poverty. 

Remembering his friend’s vow, he travels to Panchal to seek help from Drupad. However, Dronacharya is in for a surprise. The arrogant and powerful Drupad fails to recognise him, humiliates him and kicks him out. Dronacharya, meanwhile, finds the perfect job – gets appointed as a teacher to the Kaurava and Pandava princes. 

At the culmination of their training, Arjun, Dronacharya’s favourite student, asks him what gurudakshina he would want from them.

‘Capture Drupad and bring him to me in chains. This is the only gurudakshina I ask from you,’ Dronacharya says. 

Treating their beloved guru’s wish as their bidding, Arjun and Bhim thus go forth to Panchal and engage Drupad’s forces. They are successful in capturing Drupad and take him to Dronacharya. 

‘Now that I have captured you, we are equals as your entire kingdom belongs to me. But my friend, I give you back half your kingdom. I have no animosity towards you. I only wanted you to realise that friendships are beyond wealth and status.’ 

After a brief war of words, the former schoolmates bury the hatchet and embrace each other. But Drupad is not the one to forget the humiliation and bides for time to get even with Dronacharya.

Sadly, Drupad did not have children at that time. Now, he desires to have a son who would kill Dronacharya and avenge his defeat. Accompanied by rishis, Drupad performs a yagna to please the gods and ask for the fulfilment of his wishes. The gods are appropriately pleased, and a voice from above proclaims: 

‘O King! Not only will you get a son but a daughter as well. The son will avenge your humiliation and the daughter will be the cause of the destruction of a wicked king and his entire clan.’ 

The king and the queen are overjoyed as their prayers are answered. Out of the fire comes Drushtadumnya, followed by Draupadi. The kingdom of Panchal wears a festive look and people celebrate the arrivals with gay abandon. Draupadi grows up to be a beautiful princess and Drushtadumnya is known for his valour. Draupadi is a woman of a different kind. Born out of fire, she is known for her assertive nature and independent thinking. She never holds herself back and speaks openly about things she doesn’t like. 

As she reaches marriageable age, Drupad arranges a swayamvar to find Draupadi a suitable husband. Duryodhan and Karna are also eager participants. The prince who can pierce the eye of a rotating fish by shooting an arrow after looking at its reflection in a pond would win her hand. Karna is about to rise from his seat to take his chance, but Draupadi stops him.

‘This contest is only for princes. You, I believe, are a Sutputr, so you cannot participate.’ 

Despite Duryodhan’s protestations, she refuses to entertain Karna and asks him to leave. Karna, humiliated in front of his peers, vows to avenge the insult. 

Arjun, along with his brothers, is present on this occasion. They are all disguised as Brahmins. He rises to try his luck and mounts the arrow and releases it. He hits the target and thus having fulfilled the terms of the swayamvar, wins Draupadi’s hand. Drupad is worried for his daughter. Worse still, she has to live with five men throughout her life. To find the answers, Drupad prays to Vyasa and the sage appears before him. 

‘O Divine Sage. I am faced with a strange request from the Pandavas. As a person who knows the past, present and future, please enlighten us and let us know if we are on the right path.’ 

Vyasa and Drupad move into a remote corner of the palace where there is total privacy. 

‘Do not worry, Drupad as you are making the right decision. Draupadi’s current conundrum is intrinsically tied in with her previous birth.’
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In one of her previous births, Draupadi was known as Indrasena. Not only was she beautiful and young, but a pativrata1 as well and served her husband Moudgalya, an old rishi who suffered from leprosy, with utmost devotion. His body was full of cuts and wounds. Puss had accumulated and blood flowed all the time. His body was emanating a foul odour. Despite his terrible exterior, Indrasena did not let it affect her service to her husband. Every day she would serve him food and eat the leftover portion in the same plate after her husband had finished eating. 

One day, while Moudgalya was eating, his finger suddenly broke off from his hand and fell into the plate. Unaffected by the incident, Indrasena took the finger out, cleaned the plate and continues eating. After witnessing this, Moudgalya turned to his wife, ‘O Indrasena, I am pleased with your devotion. Your missionary zeal is unparalleled. No woman can rival you or be your equal. Ask me a boon and I will grant it to you.’

‘O Dear Husband. As a result of your ill health, I could neither enjoy married life nor savour the concomitant pleasures associated with it. I am fulfilling my duties as a pativrata, but sorely miss the physical intimacy needed to consummate a marriage. I would like to make amends by spending time with five handsome men.’

The rishi, with his yogic powers, transformed himself into five handsome men. Moudgalya and Indrasena then spent some beautiful moments together. After a couple of years of enjoying marital bliss, Moudgalya took leave from his wife and turned back to his penance. Her wish fulfilled, Indrasena left her mortal body.
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And so it comes to pass that Indrasena is reborn as the daughter of Kashiraj. As she approaches marriageable age, she prays to Lord Shiva. Shiva, pleased with her penance, appears before her and asks her to state her boon. She replies that she wants a perfect husband with a number of qualities.  ‘O Destroyer of the Universe. I wish to marry a man who has five of these noble qualities: righteousness, strength, archery skills, good looks and patience.’ 

Shiva tells her that it will be impossible to find all five traits in a single person. However, in her next birth, she will marry five men who between them share all the qualities she desires. And true to this boon, Draupadi finds five men who embody all the five qualities that she wanted in her husband: Yudhishtir is a true and unshakeable follower of dharma, Bhim is known for his brute strength, Arjun, the most skilled archer of his time, while Nakul and Sahadev epitomise good looks and patience respectively.

As Vyasa prepares to take leave, Drupad’s apprehensions are put to rest, and Draupadi enters the Pandava household. Kunti who is praying, unknowingly declares that anything and everything should be shared equally by the five brothers. The fact remains that she loves Arjun and considers him as her husband. She looks at Yudhishtir as a king, Bhim a well-wisher and showers motherly love on Nakul and Sahadev. Kunti fears that the attractive Draupadi might create dissensions among the brothers and might one day break the strong bond between them. One can imagine what Draupadi was going through in the complex setup of the Pandavas. Krishna’s wife Rukmini learns from Draupadi valuable lessons on marital bliss. A woman who can manage five husbands and a mother-in-law is no ordinary lady. But one of the most beautiful relationships in the Mahabharata is that of Krishna and Draupadi. Krishna is Draupadi’s friend, philosopher and guide and comes to her rescue on more than one occasion. He is her brother and protector and she, in turn, is his ardent devotee. She knows for sure that whenever she is in distress, she can call him for help. 

Yudhishtir invites Shishupal, the king of Chedi, to his Rajasuya Yagna. Krishna’s presence, who has also been invited to partake the offerings from the yagna, infuriates Shishupal, who hurls abuses at Krishna. Krishna merely smiles as Bhim and Bhishma warn Shishupal. There is good enough reason why Shishupal hates Krishna.
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Once, Lord Vishnu was reclining on his serpent bed in Vaikunt along with his consort Lakshmi. Four sages, who were known as the Brahma Kumaras, came to visit him. They looked like young children, as a result of the strength of their penance. The gatekeepers at Vaikunt, Jay and Vijay, stopped them thinking that they were a group of youngsters. This enraged the sages and they cursed the gatekeepers to be born as mortals on earth. The gatekeepers repented and asked to be forgiven. To their despair, Vishnu told them that the curse was irreversible. However, he gave them an option of taking birth seven times on earth as his devotees or three times as his enemies. The duo accepted the latter. And so it came to pass that during the Dwaparyug, Jay and Vijay were born as Shishupal and Dantavakra. Shishupal, who was Krishna’s cousin, was born with three eyes and four arms. Looking at the abominable infant, his parents tried to dispose off the child. At that moment, a voice from the sky told them that the superfluous body parts would disappear when a certain person takes him into his lap. The celestial voice also told the distraught parents that this same person would be the one who would eventually kill the boy. When Shishupal was born, many kings from the neighbourhood came to bless the newborn, as did Krishna and Balaram. When Krishna lifted the child in his arms, the two additional arms and eye miraculously disappeared. Shishupal’s mother, as joyful as she was, also recalled the second part of that terrible voice – that Shishupal would die at the hands of the same man. She, therefore, begged Krishna to spare her son’s life.

‘I will forgive your son until he commits a hundred sins. When that count is reached, he will meet his end,’ answered Krishna. 
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At the yagna in Indraprastha, Shishupal continues to insult Krishna but he merely smiles. Balaram, unable to withhold himself, rushes towards Shishupal but is restrained by Krishna. As the abuse continues, Krishna turns back and tells Shishupal that he has crossed the limit of a hundred mistakes. Shishupal laughs it off and lunges at Krishna with a sword in hand.

Then Krishna summons his chakra and beheads Shishupal. The headless body of the ruler of Chedi falls to the ground. As a result, his index finger suffers a cut and blood oozes out. Draupadi tears a portion of her sari and ties it around Krishna’s finger. Krishna looks at Draupadi and says, ‘O Draupadi, I am indebted to you for what you have done. One day I will repay you.’ Krishna and Draupadi share a very special bond. He is her friend, philosopher and guide – a person Draupadi can rely on. Here, too, Krishna comes to her rescue when Dushyasan tries to outrage her modesty in the court of Dhritarashtra.

The fiery young lady shows no compassion towards men who cross the red line and exacts her revenge when Bhim, in the course of the Kurukshetra war, tears open Dushyasan’s heart and brings the blood to Draupadi; with which she washes her untied hair. Her beauty is her enemy and quite a few Kauravas set their sights on her. One of them is Jayadrath, husband of Dushala and brother-in-law of Duryodhan. The Pandavas are in exile and have gone out to hunt. Draupadi is returning to her hut with a pot of water. Taking advantage of their absence, Jayadrath, who is passing through the forest, seizes her and drives her away in his chariot. The Pandavas return and find Draupadi missing. They come to know that Jayadrath is the culprit. Bhim and Arjun chase Jayadrath and catch up with him. As Arjun kills Jayadrath’s soldiers, Bhim pulls Jayadrath from the chariot and rains blows on him. Overcome with anger at his misdemeanour, Bhim tries to kill Jayadrath by strangulating him. Arjun intervenes and they drag Jayadrath to the hut where Yudhishtir, Nakul and Sahadev are waiting. Except Yudhishtir everybody wants Jayadrath to be killed. Yudhishtir again quotes dharma and forgives him. Draupadi, too, forbids Bhim from killing him. 

‘If you kill him, Dushala will become a widow. But he has to be punished for his transgression.’

She orders Bhim to shave Jayadrath’s head leaving five tufts of hair as a reminder. Draupadi’s troubles, however, are far from over – even in exile – as the Duryodhan spares no opportunity to put them in a spot. The ill-tempered Sage Durvasa, who is on a visit to Hastinapur at the time that the Pandavas are in exile, is patronised by Shakuni and Duryodhan; they receive him along with his disciples and serve him sumptuous food and take care of his every need. Pleased with their hospitality, Durvasa tells Duryodhan to ask him for any wish to be granted. 

‘O Sage, your very presence is greater than many boons put together. I would request you to visit the Pandavas and bless them too as they are my brothers.’

‘A noble thought indeed, Duryodhan. I shall go forthwith to meet them and bestow my blessings.’ 

Back in the jungle, the Pandavas and Draupadi have eaten their food for the day. Thanks to the Akshayapatra,2 a divine vessel in their possession, which supplies food endlessly to feed sages who have been turning up at their doorstep since the six of them made their home in the forest. Once the vessel is cleaned for the day, it will not yield anything, until the next day. 

It is around then that Durvasa and his disciples reach the forest where the Pandavas are based. The utensils are empty save for a grain of rice that is accidentally left behind. Seeing Durvasa approach, Yudhishtir goes up to greet him and touches his feet. 

Durvasa blesses him and says, ‘O Yudhishtir, we will now have our bath and partake of a meal afterwards.’

Yudhishtir heads back to the hut and tells Draupadi about the impending visit. He is in a fix about how to feed so many people and familiar with the rishi’s ill temper. He doesn’t want to incur the wrath of the rishi. Draupadi prays to Krishna for help, who instantly appears by her side. Krishna asks Draupadi to bring the utensil. He spots the single grain of rice and eats it. 

When Krishna, the Lord of the Universe is satisfied, the whole universe is satisfied.

Meanwhile, Durvasa, while finishing his bath, suddenly experiences a fullness in his stomach as though he has eaten a full meal. They are now so satiated that they are even finding it difficult to walk, let alone eat anymore! To save themselves from further embarrassment, Durvasa and his entourage decide to make a quick getaway. So when Yudhishtir comes looking for them, he finds no trace of Durvasa.  
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The character of Draupadi stands out as a woman who adjusts herself to any situation without throwing tantrums. Yudhishtir’s reckless gamble without a semblance of introspection was the root cause of misery for the rest of the Pandavas and Draupadi. One shouldn’t forget that she was a princess, born out of fire, humiliated by the Kauravas and relegated to the status of a hairdresser to Sudeshna, the queen of the kingdom of Virat.

Apart from dharma, Yudhishtir comes out as an irresponsible person and an inveterate gambler who loses his sense of reason. As he loses all his brothers in the game of dice, he is egged on by Karna and Shakuni to wager his wife and win back all his brothers. Yudhishtir loses that round and his brothers and wife become slaves of the Kauravas. 

Draupadi is dragged into the assembly by her hair. All great warriors like Bhishma, Dronacharya and Kripacharya hang their heads in shame. Lions in the battlefield resemble frightened mice, unable to speak a word against the sordid drama enacted by Duryodhan, Dushyasan and his cronies. The blind king Dhritarashtra is silent as ever. The only voice of dissent comes from the Vikarna, the third son of Dhritarashtra.

‘What you are doing is adharma! Draupadi is a daughter-in-law to the entire Kuru clan and cannot be insulted in such a manner. No woman deserves this treatment!’ 

But his voice is drowned by Duryodhan and Karna.

‘You are too young to talk about dharma and adharma. Besides she is our slave and we have every right to do what we want.’ 

For his utterances, Vikarna is thrown out of the hall. 

Even during the crisis, Draupadi fights back. ‘O Pitamah, lowering your gaze and remaining silent is not the answer. I am your daughter-in-law. I bow to you Grandsire. You have always blessed me. How will you bless me today? You are one of the bravest warriors and the patriarch who saved Hastinapur from enemies. How will you save me today? It is a shame that a warrior of your stature does not have the courage to look at me and answer my question. Why are you so helpless today Pitamah?’ 

Bhishma has no answer, and neither do the others in the court. Vidura, the most righteous of them all, vehemently protests but is shouted down by Duryodhan and his coterie. As a disheartened Draupadi prays to Krishna, the lord appears and offers her an unending supply of cloth until Dushyasan faints. The disrobing of Draupadi by Dushyasan is a dark chapter in the Mahabharata and will go down in history as the ultimate insult to womankind.

Besides Krishna, Arjun is the only person she loves deeply. In their final journey, the Pandavas ascend the heavens; Draupadi is the first to fall dead – she didn’t treat her husbands equally as she loved Arjun more than anybody else.  



13

The Student Without a  Guru – Ekalavya

Arjun is Dronacharya’s favourite student. He pays attention to every minute detail during the training. Amongst all the students, Arjun stands out with his natural talent and intense passion. His discipline and singular devotion are indications of a great warrior in the making. His approach and attitude are a lesson for others to follow. 

Dronacharya is a discerning teacher who is quick to spot talent. One day, he sees Arjun practising with the bow and arrow in the dead of the night. When Dronacharya asks him the reason, he replies, ‘O Guruji, anybody can shoot targets during daytime with abundant light. The same is not true after sunset. I am keen to master my archery even in the darkness of night.’ 

Dronacharya is happy that at last; he has finally found a genuine student with such a passion for learning. As a teacher, Dronacharya observes his ward from close quarters and is determined to make him the sarvashresth dhanurdhar. Dronacharya is a reservoir of knowledge and his expertise in military warfare, the use of astras, and the ability to launch and recall weapons of mass destruction is capable of churning out brilliant students.

It would not be an exaggeration to say that Dronacharya concentrates more on Arjun than any of his peers. One day, while taking a bath in the river, Dronacharya is attacked by a crocodile and despite his struggles, he is dragged underwater by the powerful reptile. All his students stand frozen, shocked by the suddenness of the attack – except Arjun, who calmly picks up his bow and arrow and kills the crocodile. Dronacharya’s faith in Arjun’s abilities is thus vindicated, and his vow to make him the best marksman of his age is reaffirmed. And to ensure that, he stays true to his word; Dronacharya shields Arjun by discouraging promising talent so that he can fulfil his promise to make Arjun the best marksman in the world. 

One such talent is Ekalavya. The prince of Nishad is the son of Devashrava who happens to be the brother of Kunti and Vasudev. As such, Ekalavya is Lord Krishna’s cousin. When he is born, saints advise him to abandon the boy as he would be a curse and bring discredit to the father. Devashrava abandons Ekalavya in the forest and is found by Hiranyadhanush who brings him up. 

Hiranyadhanush presides over the tribal kingdom of Nishad. This tribe lives in the forests hunting birds and animals. He notices that his son Ekalavya is no ordinary child as he watches the precocious child practise on his own with his bow and arrow. Hiranyadhanush coaches his son to the best of his ability but is determined to send him to a gurukul to hone his skills and knowledge further. One day, Dronacharya comes to the forest and holds training sessions for Arjun, Bhim and the others. He is pointing out various targets for Arjun to hit, which he does each time. All the while, Ekalavya is watching the performances from behind a bush. Once the training gets over, the boy summons his courage and approaches Dronacharya. 

‘O Guruji, I have been noticing how you train your students in the art of warfare, including archery. I, too, am keen on learning under your tutelage.’

Dronacharya asks the boy his name. ‘My name is Ekalavya and I am the son of Hiranyadhanush, the king of Nishad.’ 

‘Son, I am Dronacharya. I teach the art of warfare to these boys who happen to be the princes of Hastinapur. It is not possible for me to teach you as this training is for the princes and none else.’ 

Rejection at an impressionable age is hard to digest.  A dejected Ekalavya returns home but is still determined to learn archery, come what may. He, therefore, decides to embark on a journey of self-learning as there is no recognised teacher in the region. His daily routine begins with target practice by shooting at birds and small animals. As he grows up, he hones his skills and becomes the best archer in Nishad. But very few of his tribesman are aware of the fact that his skills are on par with the best in the world. 

Elsewhere, Dronacharya is putting his wards through the drill. Hunting is an integral part of the curriculum and Dronacharya takes the Pandavas and the Kauravas into the forest along with a few hunting dogs. The dogs are trained to spread out in all directions; upon locating a quarry, they are to come back and lead the princes to the location where they spotted the prey. Each prince is then allowed to display his skills by chasing the  animal – be it a wild boar or a deer – and bringing it down. 

Dronacharya and his group move further into the forest. They stop in their tracks when they see their dog with seven arrows stuck in its open mouth. Though the dog is unable to bark, the arrows do not harm the animal in any way, nor is there a trace of blood nearby. Dronacharya is surprised at the sheer class of the hunter. His best student Arjun can at best shoot five arrows but this hunter has shot seven! 

The Kauravas, who are waiting for an opportunity to needle Arjun, make fun of him. ‘Ha! All the while you thought you were the best. Now you have competition in the forest as well.’ 

Dronacharya doesn’t find it funny and wants to know who shot the arrows. 

Gradually, the dogs lead them to a tribesman with a bow and an arrow. 

‘Are you the person who shot the seven arrows?’ asks Dronacharya.

‘Indeed, Guruji. I am the person who silenced the dog as it was barking incessantly.’

‘What is your name?’ enquires Dronacharya. 

‘My name is Ekalavya and I live in the forest.’ 

‘Your accuracy and marksmanship amazes me. How did you develop your skill? Who is your teacher?’ 

‘I have learnt on my own, often practising in the forest. My teacher’s name is Dronacharya.’ Then Ekalavya leads Dronacharya to a mud statue that bears a stark resemblance to Dronacharya. The statue which is a near replica of Dronacharya is garlanded with flowers. Traces of vermilion on the forehead indicate that Ekalavya has been praying to the statue every day before honing his hunting skills. 

Dronacharya immediately realises that Ekalavya’s advanced skills – that too without formal training – can be a potential threat to Arjun’s claim of being the best marksman on earth. Dronacharya is sure he will surpass Arjun in a few years. He thinks to himself, ‘I will be failing in my duties if I do not make Arjun the greatest warrior of all time. I will not let this happen.’ With these thoughts in his mind, he addresses Ekalavya, ‘I am indeed pleased with your progress and happy that you have selected me as your guru without my knowledge. Every student gives his teacher a gurudakshina – repaying the teacher for his tutelage. What gurudakshina will you give me?’

‘O Great Teacher, I am what I am due to your training. I could hear your instructions in my mind when I stood before the statue. I feel that you are in front of me always. You have taught me how to lift the bow, mount the arrow and release it. As a student, it is my bounden duty to offer you gurudakshina. You have a right over me and on every part of my body. What can I offer you, sir?’

To this, Dronacharya immediately replies, ‘I want your thumb as my gurudakshina. Can you give it?’ Despite being a teacher, he makes such a bizarre request knowing very well that an archer’s prowess depends on how deftly he uses his thumb and fingers before releasing arrows from the bow.

Without hesitating for a moment, Ekalavya pulls out a knife, cuts his thumb and places it at Dronacharya’s feet.  

Bereft of anger, Ekalavya’s face is as calm as ever. Dronacharya is overcome by remorse and tears well up in his eyes. He gathers his composure and addresses Ekalavya, ‘O Son, I bless you that you will be a great archer and the world will remember your sacrifice for a long time.’ 

Ekalavya continues practising archery without his thumb. While Dronacharya is painted as a villain who chose to teach Kshatriyas and Brahmins, he had only one reason for not accepting students outside these communities: When he would come across a challenger to Arjun, Dronacharya would be visibly upset, and it was no different with Karna.  Dronacharya had refused to accept young Karna as his student as he was a Sutputr. Karna didn’t forget the insult and got himself enrolled with Parashuram. Though his training with Parashuram ends in a disaster, Karna is keen on letting everyone know that he has arrived. 

Hastinapur is wearing a festive look and the Kuru and Pandava princes are participating in a competition to show their skills. Everybody is there right from Duryodhan, Bhim, Arjun and Ashwathama. Dronacharya is keen on showcasing Arjun before the who’s who of the Kuru dynasty; attending by the likes of Bhishma, Kripacharya and Vidura. Dhritarashtra is the guest of honour. Arjun dazzles everyone present with his incredible skill. Starting with the Agneyastra, he produces fire and extinguishes it by using the Varunastra. There is more to come. With Parvatastra, he makes mountains appear and as a fitting finale, he uses an astra to be present at four places at the same time. Dronacharya is all smiles and announces that there is no greater warrior than Arjun. In short, there is no competition. 

‘I challenge Arjun to a duel right here. I will replicate everything he has displayed so far.’ Dronacharya and Kripacharya are taken aback at the unexpected intrusion. On seeing Dronacharya, Karna taunts him, ‘I am no Ekalavya to give you my thumb. How long will you protect your ward, O Great Teacher?’ Even here Dronacharya comes to Arjun’s rescue. ‘I do not know who you are. This is a competition for princes and Kshatriyas. Arjun is the son of Kunti and he is a Kshatriya. What is your name and who are your parents?’ 

‘My name is Karna,’ he replies avoiding any reference to his parents. Dronacharya disqualifies him on that ground and avoids a contest between Arjun and Karna.

Was Dronacharya right in refusing to teach Ekalavya? Some are of the opinion that Dronacharya was right. They believe that an insuperable gulf exists between learning the conventional way by going to the gurukul and sitting at the feet of the guru as opposed to self-learning. Dronacharya was not only teaching them archery but also the secrets of the astras with celestial power and it was necessary to learn the mantras associated with them to summon and launch them. Learning the mantras was not a one-day affair. Years of sadhana1 was required and this could only be achieved through a guru who had knowledge of rituals.

Also, there is a basic difference between the self-taught Ekalavya and the training imparted to Arjun. While the former mastered bowmanship with the accent on accuracy and speed, the latter acquiring knowledge of the divine astras and mantras through a guru. Ekalavya used ordinary arrows which lacked the power of the astras. When Dronacharya refused to teach Ekalavya, he had nowhere to go. However, the case was slightly different with Karna. Even though Dronacharya refused to teach Karna as he was the son of a charioteer. Karna far from being disappointed went to Parashuram and got trained under him by concealing the fact that he was a charioteer’s son. He spent years gaining valuable knowledge of warfare as also the use of celestial weapons. He lied to Parashuram that he was a Brahmin and paid the ultimate price. 

Beyond the caste lines, another reason could be that Dronacharya was guru, teacher and mentor to the princes of Hastinapur. There is no way he would entertain anybody from outside, except the princes of the royal family; his son being the only exception. 

Pronunciation and intonation are very important to mantras as they are sacred. The pronunciation can be taught by a guru and none else. Moreover, one should chant it at the right time for maximum benefit. For example, the Sandhya Vandan must be performed early in the morning as the sun rises. The meaning of the mantras need to be understood and perfected while chanting hymns, performing yagnas and launching celestial astras. This can be achieved after undergoing training under a guru for years.

In due course, Ekalavya becomes a fearsome warrior and joins his father   Hiranyadhanush, who is the commander-in-chief of Jarasandh’s army. After his father’s death, he climbs up the ranks and takes his place in the army. As time goes by, Ekalavya becomes powerful and arrogant. In one of the many attacks that Jarasandh launches against Krishna’s army at Mathura, Ekalavya inflicts heavy casualties by killing several Yadavas. Then he comes face to face with Krishna and gets killed.2 
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Parikshit’s Story

On the last day of the Kurukshetra war, Ashwathama commits the heinous crime of killing the sons of Pandavas1 to put an end to the Pandava legacy. When he is chased and cornered by Krishna and the Pandavas, he invokes the Brahmastra and directs the celestial weapon towards them. Krishna urges Arjun to use his Brahmastra2 to nullify Ashwathama’s strike. As both the weapons of mass destruction race towards each other, Vyasa appears and stops them with his hands. After giving both Ashwathama and Arjun a tongue-lashing, he asks them to withdraw the deadly arrows capable of annihilating the universe. Arjun withdraws his, but the unrepentant Ashwathama directs the arrow into the womb of Uttara in a bid to kill her unborn child. Krishna summons his Sudarshan Chakra which takes a position directly above Uttara’s womb. As the Brahmastra tries to enter the womb, the chakra acts as a shield and absorbs the power of the astra. Finally, the celestial weapon dissolves when it collides with the chakra and saves the life of the heir to the Pandava throne. A boy is born and he is named Parikshit. He is also known as Vishnurath – the one who is always protected by Lord Vishnu. Thanks to Krishna’s intervention, the Pandava legacy continues.

The Pandavas rule Hastinapur for another thirty-six years before passing on reigns of the kingdom to Parikshit. Parikshit marries Madravati and has four sons Bhimsen, Shrutasen, Ugrasen and Janmejay, who is the oldest. He performs three Ashwamedha Yagnas on the banks of the Ganga with the blessings of his guru, Kripacharya.

He is a wise and benevolent ruler and under his rule, Vedic practices get a big boost. Parikshit is a noble king who always follows the path of righteousness. People adore him and live a very happy life. He plays a decisive role in the consolidation of the Kuru state Hastinapur, the arrangement of Vedic hymns into collections and the development of the orthodox Srauta3 ritual pertaining to yagna and fire; transforming the Kuru realm into a dominant political and cultural centre. One day, Parikshit is hunting in the forest when a dark-complexioned man holding a mace blocks his path. Parikshit berates the man for coming in his way and asks his identity.

‘O Great King. I am Kaliyug and have been instructed by Kaal4 to set foot on earth. I am about to enter your kingdom.’

Parikshit understands at once why Kali has come and the intent behind his visit. Angrily, he unsheathes his sword and raises it.

‘How dare you set foot in a kingdom ruled by Parikshit of the Pandava dynasty! In my land, dharma rules and you have the gumption to come here and destroy it. Before you do that, I will finish you right here.’ 

As Parikshit charges towards the stranger, the man gestures him to stop.

‘O King. The laws of nature are non-negotiable and the wheels of time cannot be stopped by swords or arrows. One yug follows another. Tretayug followed Satyug and Dwaparyug followed Tretayug. Now Kaliyug has to follow Dwaparyug. However powerful one might be, he can’t stop time, or, for that matter, oppose Kaal – it is meant to move forward.’

‘I am the custodian of the Kuru empire and I am not afraid of Kaliyug. I will settle this issue once and for all by getting rid of you. I cannot allow you to disturb the tranquillity and peace that pervades my kingdom. Go back to where you came from or prepare to die!’

‘O King, I am obeying my master Kaal. I suggest we arrive at a compromise. I will assure you that I will limit my stay to a few places until the end of your rule.  I beseech you to acquiesce to my request and treat me as your humble servant.’

Parikshit agrees and says, ‘Since you represent evil, I will allow you to stay at four places – liquor joints, gambling dens, brothels and places prone to violence.’

‘O King, these four places are too small for my area of operation. Please grant me one more place and I will be happy,’ begs Kali.

‘In that case, you can stay in gold as it is the abode of avarice and pride.’ 

Kali is more than happy and can’t ask for anything more. Parikshit wears a crown made of gold and Kaliyug has the last laugh by getting into it. After the brief encounter with Kaliyug, the king continues with his hunt and loses his way. Tired and thirsty, he yearns for water. He realises that he has ventured deep into the forest and cannot see signs of civilisation anywhere near. Walking through the thick foliage, he finally reaches an ashram, which belongs to Rishi Shamik.  A sage is sitting motionless and meditating. He walks up to the sage and requests him for water but gets no reply. He looks around for other residents of the hermitage but no one is around. He repeats his request for water but the sage is unmoved. 

Then Parikshit loses his composure and raises his voice, ‘I have been asking you for water for quite some time. You do not even respond! I am Parikshit the king of Hastinapur and I am thirsty. Will you give me some water at least now?’ 

As the sage is in a state of samadhi,5 he doesn’t respond. Kali, who is now sitting on Parikshit’s gold crown, incites him to wonder to himself, ‘This man does not have the courtesy to get up and answer, let alone show respect to the king of the land. He has neither looked at me nor offered me a seat. He deserves the ultimate punishment – death.’ 

The king notches his bow with an arrow and takes aim at the sage, but is stopped in the nick of time by the goodness inside him accumulated over years through penance and rituals. He looks around and finds a dead snake lying some distance away from the clearing. With the help of his arrow, Parikshit picks up the lifeless reptile and puts it around the neck of sage before leaving the ashram. The king is oblivious to the fact that every action of his is being controlled by Kali. 

When the sage’s son Shringi, along with other disciples, returns and sees the dead snake around his father’s neck, he is furious with rage. As the sage is in a state of deep meditation, Shringi decides against removing the dead snake as it might disturb him but curses the person responsible for the vile act.

‘Whoever is responsible for this will be bitten by a snake and die within a week.’

When Shamik comes out of his trance, he sees the dead snake around his neck. With the least of fuss, he removes it and places it on the ground. Using his yogic powers, he reconstructs the sequence of events and comes to know that the culprit is none other than Parikshit, the ruler of Hastinapur. 

He calls his son and lambasts him for his impetuous outburst.

‘You have cursed the person, but do you know who he is? You have acted in haste without caring to establish his identity. He is none other than the Parikshit, the king of Hastinapur. You have committed a grave mistake and an inexcusable one at that. He is our king who has protected rishis and sages time and again. People of Hastinapur couldn’t have been happier as he treats his subjects like his family. Even the gods respect him. Without him, our Vedic culture will cease to exist. Rishis and munis gain power through tapasya but that does not mean that you can use your power recklessly. Today you have proved your immaturity beyond doubt. You will also partake in equal measure the sins accruing from the death of Parikshit.’

Meanwhile, Parikshit reaches his palace the next day, but thoughts of his injudicious conduct the day before continue to haunt him. He retraces his steps to Rishi Shamik’s ashram. 

‘O Great Rishi! I am indeed sorry for what had happened. I will not rest until I find all the answers! You know the deep respect that I have always had for sages and Vedic practices, I do not know what prompted me to act in such a manner. I ask for your forgiveness.’

‘O Parikshit, this is not entirely your fault as you were influenced by Kali. Unfortunately, my son, in a fit of rage, has cursed you. Within seven days, you will be bitten by a snake and die.’ 

‘O Great Rishi, I have been cursed for no fault of mine. Please enlighten me on how to negate the curse.’ The sage replies that there is no way a rishi’s curse can be taken back. For the next seven days, detach yourself from all human relationships and prepare for your final journey. Immerse yourself in spiritual pursuits; free yourself from illusory attachments. You can attain mukti or salvation through devotion to Lord Krishna.’

A sinking feeling envelops Parikshit as he goes weak in the knees. His sees his world crumbling. The time has come for him to bid goodbye to his people and his kingdom, which he had assiduously built over the years. He wants to live longer and finds it increasingly difficult to accept reality and prepare to leave the world. 

Meanwhile, as a result of the Shringi’s curse, Takshak, the king of snakes, is looking forward to fulfilling  his duty. He has an axe to grind with the Pandavas. Much before Parikshit was born, his grandfather Arjun was responsible for burning down the Khandav Van as a result of which Takshak’s wife dies. In the Kurukshetra war, Takshak’s son, Ashwasena in the guise of an arrow released from Karna’s bow tries to kill Arjun. The arrow containing the serpent’s venom heads towards Arjun; who is saved in the nick of time by Krishna who presses the chariot a few inches into the ground. The arrow misses Arjun’s head, takes down his crown instead and falls to the ground. As the snake tries to rise from the ground and attempts to strike Arjun a second time, Arjuna kills it with an arrow. 

‘If I can’t get Arjun, I will certainly get his grandson’ is the thought that crosses Takshak’s mind, who, apart from being the king of snakes, is believed to be one of the most venomous serpents in the universe.

Time is running out for Parikshit. He visits a group of rishis with a view to find solace through devotion. They direct him to Shuka Maharshi, the son of Vyasa. On hearing his plight, Maharshi Shuka offers him solace through an enlightened discourse:

O King. Feel not sad as birth and death are integral to life. As a result of your good deeds, you will go to heaven. You will fully enjoy the fruits of your labour; the day you exhaust your punya, you have to return to earth. Once you are back on earth, you are ensnared by maya and lost in the world of allurements and attachments. Good deeds do not guarantee salvation. The only way to attain mukti is to surrender to Lord Krishna. Once you place your trust in him, you do not require anybody else. Though easier said than done, you have to snap all links with the mortal world, much like the Gopikas of Brindavan. Seek solace in holy scriptures and spend your time reading the Srimad Bhagavatha. 

But the spectre of death looms large and torments him. He decides that he is not going down without a fight. His mind goes into overdrive planning a few strategies to ward off the impending danger. Since he has very little time left. He immerses himself in holy texts like the Srimad Bhagavatha, which extolls the virtues of devotion to Lord Krishna. 

Simultaneously, he asks his ministers to search for a person who has the power to neutralise Takshak’s bite. They fan out in different directions and finally zero in on a Brahmin named Kashyap. They tell him what needs to be done and offer him a huge amount of money along with gold coins to save the king. The Brahmin, suffering from abject poverty, readily agrees. He sets out to Hastinapur. Takshak comes to know of this and meets Kashyap in the guise of a Brahmin. 

‘Where are you going, O Learned One?’ asks Takshak. 

‘I am going to Hastinapur to rescue King Parikshit from the curse. With my mantra, the poison will disappear in no time,’ replies the Brahmin.

Takshak transforms himself into his original form and addresses the Brahmin. 

‘I am Takshak, the king of snakes assigned with the task of killing Parikshit. But I am not yet convinced that you have the antidote for my venom, which is the most poisonous in the world. Can you give me a demonstration of your mantra and its curative properties?’

Kashyap agrees. Takshak moves towards a massive tree with a huge trunk laden with fruits and leaves. No sooner than he bites the trunk than the venom reduces it to ashes. The Brahmin closes his eyes and chants a few mantras. Then he takes his kamandal6 and sprinkles it on the charred remains of the tree. From the ashes, the tree springs back to life, exactly as it was, as though nothing had happened. 

Seeing the power of Kashyap’s mantra, Takshak is taken aback.

‘O Brahmin! I now have no doubt whatsoever that you have the power to counter my venom and bring back the king to life. However, in doing so, you will be dishonouring Sage Shringi’s curse. I request you to go back. In return, I will give the same reward in the form of gold and money.’

The Brahmin, through his divine vision, confirms that Parikshit’s life has indeed come to an end. Having secured the pledge for an equal amount of gold from Takshak, the Brahmin concludes that it is wise to turn back.

Meanwhile, Parikshit confines himself to a tower along the banks of the river which has been built to exacting standards. Parikshit is sure that even a fly won’t be able to get in, let alone a snake, as it is sealed from all sides. With a day to go before the deadline, security around the tower is reinforced. The guards have been explicitly told to let no one inside. Parikshit is  now confident of having taken all possible measures to escape the dreaded curse. And that confidence only increases with each passing hour. 

Down below, the guards manning the entrance to the towers are alerted to the arrival of a Brahmin at the gates of the tower. He is holding a plate with fruits and flowers. He tells the guards that he is here to bless the king with a long life but the guards are reluctant to let him in. 

‘Stay here while we get permission from the king before allowing you inside.’ 

When Parikshit comes to know that a Brahmin wants to bless him, he tells the guards to send him. 

The man in the guise of the Brahmin is, in fact, a member of Takshak’s army. The king of snakes himself has transformed into a worm and hidden in one of the fruits. When the Brahmin comes face to face with Parikshit, he blesses the king and offers him a fruit from the basket – the same one that has Takshak contained within. The unsuspecting ruler cuts open the fruit and notices the worm. In a split second, the worm changes into Takshak. As the frozen monarch watches in utter disbelief, the snake sinks its fangs into his neck. Parikshit dies instantly. The toxic venom spreads quickly and is so powerful that it even burns down the apparently indestructible, impenetrable tower. The rishi’s curse prevails.
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Janmejay’s Revenge

Rishi Veda’s ashram is a paradise for knowledge seekers. Students from far and wide enrol in his gurukul and learn the Vedas, the shastras and other Puranic practices. Amongst them is a bright and intelligent student by the name of Uttanka. Apart from being a bright student, Uttanka is humility personified and worships his guru. He receives the blessings of his teacher by conducting himself in a righteous manner. 

One day he sits at his guru’s feet with folded hands and says. ‘O Great Guru. With you as my guide and teacher all these years, I have learnt what I wouldn’t have learnt elsewhere. I cannot forget the fatherly love and affection you have showered on me. Since you are growing old, it is not right for me to be a burden on you forever. The time has come for me to leave the ashram. I promise you that wherever I go, I will share my knowledge for the betterment of mankind. But I cannot leave you without giving gurudakshina. Please let me know what I, your humble student, can offer you.’

Rishi Veda smiles at Uttanka and says, ‘To gain knowledge, it is not enough to find a great teacher. Much depends on how committed the student is and how much of it he is prepared to receive. I have no desires left and do not aspire for anything. I am divorced from material comforts. My life is devoted to teaching my pupils with the fond hope that they will make a difference to humanity. If you still think you have to give me a gurudakshina, I suggest you go to gurumata and ask her if she wants something.’ 

Gurumata Ahalya, the wife of Rishi Veda, is a pativrata and a motherly figure who is loved and respected by all the students. Uttanka then goes to her and says, ‘O Mother. All these years, you have looked after us as your children. Right from food to water, you have taken care of every need of ours. Your sacrifice is immeasurable. Rishi Veda has refused gurudakshina and has sent me to you. Please Mother, I would be honoured if you tell me what gurudakshina I can  give you.’ 

The preceptor’s wife tells Uttanka that her youth was devoted to serving Rishi Veda and his students. She had no time for herself and as such missed the little joys of youth. 

‘I wish to have the earrings worn by the queen of Paushya. From a long time, I have had this desire to wear them. In four days from now, I will be performing a ritual and would be delighted to have the earrings before the auspicious occasion.’  

Uttanka seeks the blessings of his guru and his wife before undertaking the long journey to the Paushya kingdom. With four days left for the ritual, he knows that time is short and walks through the forest as quickly as possible.  The tranquillity and peace transcending the forest makes his journey less tiresome. As he is just a few miles away from his destination, he is confronted by a big, burly man riding a bull. His face is bright and shines like the sun. A celestial aura irradiates  the atmosphere. The man blocks his way and keeps staring at Uttanka.

‘Sir, I am in a hurry and proceeding to Paushya. Who are you and what do you want?’ 

The man breaks his silence and instructs Uttanka to taste the excreta of the bull. Somewhat taken aback at the bizarre diktat, Uttanka thinks of confronting the man but realises that time is running out and complies with the order. In a flash, the man atop the bull disappears and Uttanka resumes his journey. Finally, he reaches the palace of King Paushya. The king is overjoyed and receives him warmly.

‘O Sage, my kingdom is indeed blessed by your presence. My subjects and I have always respected rishis for their knowledge and selfless service towards mankind. Since you have undertaken a long journey, please rest for a while. In the meantime, I will make arrangements for food to be served.’ 

After his rest and meal, Uttanka has an audience with the king and reveals to him the purpose behind his visit. 

‘O Great King, my gurumata, the wife of Rishi Veda, has expressed a desire to have the earrings worn by the queen of Paushya. I would be obliged if you consider my request.’ 

Far from getting angry, the king is pleased with Uttanka’s devotion towards his guru and his wife. 

‘O Sage, I would suggest you ask the queen herself as she wears them all the time. I am sure she will heed your request.’

He summons the queen’s lady-in-waiting and asks her to take Uttanka to the queen. The royal assistant guides Uttanka to the queen’s chamber and leaves. Uttanka goes inside, but the queen is nowhere to be seen. He searches for her in the adjoining rooms as well as the courtyard but there is no sign of the queen. Uttanka goes back to the king and tells him that he could find the queen. He once again appeals to the king to get the earrings from the queen and give it to him. 

‘O Sage. The queen is a pativrata and very pure.  I am sorry to say that the reason why you couldn’t see her is due to the fact that you are not pure. You need to cleanse yourself from the ill effects of some action you have undertaken in the past.’ 

Uttanka is devastated but he reflects on every action of his, trying to recall any instance where he had committed a sin. He recalls that he had forgotten to wash his feet after his ablutions. At this point that he realises this, the sun is about to set. Uttanka takes a bath and offers Sandhya Vandana1. His whole body is purified and a rejuvenated Uttanka goes back to meet the queen, who he is now able to see. She receives him with respect and offers her earrings. 

‘O Sage, I am happy to give you my earrings. Be wary of the fact that these are not ordinary ornaments. They are pure and divine. I must also warn you about Takshak, the king of snakes. He has made quite a few attempts in the past to steal them, but was not successful, as I was wearing them. He is a master of disguises and changes his form. Other than a snake, he is a crafty magician and I urge you to be on guard when you carry them home.’

The next day, Uttanka along with the earrings, begins the long trek back home. It is evening and the sun is setting. Uttanka goes to the river bank to offer Sandhya Vandana. 

Before going for the dip, he ensures that nobody is around. He then places the sack containing the earrings on the bank and plunges into the water. When he comes out, he sees a naked man running towards the bank. The man picks up the sack with the earrings and flees. Uttanka runs after him. The man, who is Takshak, transforms into a snake and slides down a hole in the earth. Uttanka, using his divine powers, follows Takshak into Patal Lok.

With little time left, Uttanka avoids confrontation and pleads with Takshak and other snakes to return the earrings. His pleas go unheard. Then, out of nowhere, appears a man riding a horse. 

‘Come here and blow air into the horse’s ear,’ is his unusual request to Uttanka.

Uttanka obeys him and suddenly, flames emerge out of the horse’s body and start spreading everywhere. Takshak fears that all the snakes in Patal Lok will be burnt alive and returns the earrings to Uttanka. The handsome man turns to Uttanka.

‘Mount this horse and it will drop you in front of your guru’s house in the blink of an eye.’ 

Uttanka also notices two women weaving a cloth using black-and-white threads using a wheel with a dozen spokes manned by six boys. 

He reaches in time and gives the gurumata the pair of earrings. She wears them and performs the ritual. Uttanka is happy that he lived up to his promise of getting the earrings. Rishi Veda is also pleased. 

‘I am indeed happy with your devotion towards me and your gurumata. But what took you so long?’ 

Uttanka narrates to Rishi Veda the sequence of events, right from his first unusual encounter to the strange man astride a horse. ‘I am still confused about the identity of these people I met in my journey – a man astride a bull who made me consume the dung, the handsome man on the horse, the two women with black and white threads or the boys rotating the wheel.’

Rishi Veda closes his eyes and through his divine vision, identifies them. 

‘Uttanka, the person riding the bull was none other than Indra sitting on his elephant, Airavat. After consuming the dung, which was amrit,2 you developed immunity against the snakes whose bite would have killed you. The handsome man on the horse was Parajanya3 and the horse was Agni. The two women were Dhata and Vidhata, who represented Brahma and were tasked with carrying out his work of creating the universe. The black and white threads represented night and day. The twelve-spoke wheel driven by the six boys represented a twelve-month year with six seasons.’

After his guru’s explanation, it becomes clear to Uttanka that all along the way, he was helped by Indra and Agni in his efforts to give gurudakshina to his gurumata. Having fulfilled his promise, Uttanka touches his guru’s feet to seek his blessings and takes leave.    

With a heavy heart, Uttanka leaves Rishi Veda. As he roams around searching for a peaceful place to meditate, he finally finds one and sets up his ashram. He tries to focus on his meditation and work in his ashram but ever so often, he is taken back to the moments of his unusual encounters. ‘Gurudakshina is the most sacred offering from a student to his teacher and has the sanction of gods and goddesses. While I was trying to fulfil my promise, why did Takshak try to steal the earrings? When I went to Patal and begged the snakes to return the earrings, not one of them responded. If allowed to live, Takshak and his followers will continue to wreak havoc on humans and become a law unto themselves. They should not be allowed to roam free. With my tapas shakti,4 I can kill them in the blink of an eye! If I do that, however, I will lose my power and will be relegated to the status of an ordinary man. But I am a sage and I will not let Takshak get away with his evil deeds. The nagas have to be taught a lesson.’ 

Around the same time, Hastinapur is ruled by Arjun’s great-grandson Janmejay. Uttanka meets him and narrates his unpleasant experience with Takshak and his tribe.

‘O King. When you were a child, your father was bitten by Takshak and died as a result of Shringi’s curse. How can you let your father’s killer roam around freely while you sit on the throne? Not just Takshak, it is time to rid the earth of snakes so that others can live.’

When Janmejay hears these words, he is filled with anger and retribution is the only thing on his mind. He realises how much he misses his father Parikshit and agrees with the sage. 

‘O Learned Sage, I thank you for bringing this to my notice. I will not rest until I eliminate Takshak and just about every snake from the face of the earth.’

‘O King. The only way to put an end to the tyranny of Takshak and his clan is to perform a  Sarpa Yagna5. When the place for such a ritual is consecrated, the priests will chant the mantras, calling out each snake by its name. Irrespective of where the reptile is, it will be drawn into the fire by the power of the mantra. Even Takshak cannot escape his fate once his name is called, despite the fact that he enjoys Indra’s protection. We have a common enemy in the form of Takshak. He once stole the earrings that I was taking for my gurumata.  I had to face many difficulties in recovering them. Let’s join forces and settle the issue once and for all. On my part, I will help you in every possible way and ensure that the yagna is successful.’ 

King Janmejay then makes arrangements for this sacrifice and invites sages and priests to conduct the yagna. If the sacrifice is to bear fruit, the rituals have to be performed carefully and the minutest detail accounted for. A suitable spot is chosen and a sacrificial hall is constructed. A platform is raised in its midst, decked with valuable articles for the brahmans6 to sit. The ritwika or the chief priest overseeing the entire yagna is to sit in the middle. 

While these preparations are on, a person named Lohitaksha, who is well versed in the art of sacrificial construction and Vastu Shastra, examines the measurements of the hall and the type of soil on which its foundation has to be laid.

‘O King, I perceive from these signs that your sacrifice will not be completed. The omens portend that this sacrifice shall be stopped due to the intervention of a brahman.’

King Janmejay then recalls an incident where his brothers had beaten and kicked a harmless puppy when it was watching a yagna conducted by Janmejay on a previous occasion. The mother of that puppy, a divine female dog named Sarama, came to Janmejay and asked him, ‘What was the crime committed by my son that you have beaten him black and blue? Did he lick the sacrificial offerings? Did he try to steal the sacrificial butter? Why did your brothers beat him?’

The king had remained silent and hung his head in shame. Then the dog cursed him saying, ‘Since your brothers have tortured my pup for no fault of his, may the greatest undertaking that you begin remain incomplete.’ 

Brushing away the incident, the king orders his guards to ensure that no one enters the sacrificial area without his permission. 

The great sacrifice begins. The officiating priests are clad in black, to embody the destructive nature of the ritual. They chant the mantras and pour ghee and butter into the fire. Snakes from across the universe forced by the power of the incantations start moving towards the sacrificial fire. As the priests call each snake by name and utter the fatal words, ‘May you fall into the fire,’ the snake meets its fiery end. 

The sacrifice continued for days. Snakes in thousands perish in the flames. Towards the end, a Brahmin Astika drops by. King Janmejay welcomes his guest, ‘O Brahman, despite your relative youth, your very being is radiating with knowledge. I have sworn to grant whatever a brahman desires. Ask what you want.’

At this time, the chief priest intervenes, ‘O King, the sacrifice is not yet complete. Takshak, whose destruction you desire, is still alive. Wait till he falls into the fire before you begin giving gifts to brahmans.’

‘Why is Takshak is still alive? Invoke the mantra and finish him,’ orders Janmejay.

The priests utter the appropriate mantra but nothing happens. They then look at the omens in the air and use their spiritual power to find out the cause.

Then the head priest tells Janmejay, ‘O King, Takshak has sought asylum with Indra. The lord of the devas is protecting him, which is why our mantras have not worked.’

‘Then utter the mantra in such a way that Takshak along with Indra will fall into this fire,’ an angry Janmejay commands.

The chief priest then invokes a powerful mantra and says, ‘May Takshak along with Indra fall into this fire.’

When the mantra is invoked, Takshak coils around Indra’s throne to save himself. But the mantras are so powerful that they drag Takshak along with Indra and his throne.

Such is the power of the invocation, that both Indra and Takshak, bound to each other, get dragged towards the fire. When Indra realises that his friend’s fate is sealed, he lets go of Takshak and decides to save himself. Takshak is now just moments away from death by burning. 

At that moment, Astika intervenes, ‘Takshak, may your fall be arrested!’ He then turns to Janmejay and says, ‘This is the boon that I seek of you. May you stop the sacrifice at this time. You have already killed millions of snakes. I am a brahman, but my mother Jaratkaru, is the sister of Vasuki, the foremost of the serpents. She sent me here to stop your sacrifice and save her clan. Even Lord Brahma desires that you should stop this yagna as many innocent snakes have died. The snakes that are left still, excluding Takshak,7 are virtuous and do not deserve death as they have nothing to do with your father’s death. Your glory will only increase if you spare their lives.’

King Janmejay is unconvinced. At this point, Vyasa, who appears minutes before Takshak falls into the fire, speaks to him and advises him to accept Astika’s plea. Out of respect for the sage, King Janmejay gives orders to stop the yagna. 

The king then bestows great riches upon Astika and all the priests who had conducted the sacrifice. He rewards Lohitaksha for his prophecy – the master builder who had predicted that the sacrifice would be stopped by a Brahman. Takshak escapes death by a whisker.
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The Kauravas Who  Fought for Dharma

The two great epics were set in different epochs. The Ramayan unfolded in the Tretayug whereas the Mahabharata was played out in the Dwaparyug. While the former was scripted by Valmiki, the credit for the latter goes to Vyasa the bard of the Vedic times; written by none other than Lord Ganesha whose pen never stopped till the very end. While the Ramayan is somewhat linear, the Mahabharata with its conspiracies, machinations and labyrinthine plots has all the makings of a thriller. Its various twists and turns draws the readers to the epic time and again. 

In both cases, it is a battle between dharma and adharma, good versus evil. People who are wedded to dharma switch sides. Ravan’s brother Vibhishan crosses over to Ram and fights against the king of Lanka. Even amongst the Kauravas, some switched allegiance while others preferred to stay in Hastinapur and oppose the policies of Duryodhan and his ilk from within. In the Mahabharata, three men from the Kaurava camp stood for dharma till the very end – Yuyutsu, Vikarna and Vidura.

One day, when Sage Vyasa visits Hastinapur, Gandhari, who is pregnant at the time, serves him well. The sage blesses her saying that her dream of having many children will be fulfilled. Shockingly, Gandhari’s pregnancy continues for almost two years. Dhritarashtra fears for the worst – a miscarriage which would leave the Kuru dynasty heirless. Not taking chances, the blind king consummates his relationship with Sugadha, Gandhari’s lady-in-waiting, who conceives as well and gives birth to a male child, named Yuyustu. This half-brother of the Kauravas is born on the same day as Duryodhan, his brothers and sister Dushala. The name Yuyutsu is made up of two words – ‘yu’, which means yuddha and ‘utsu’, enthusiasm – the one who is enthusiastic to fight. While many in the Kaurava camp are aware of the unjust practices being carried on with the connivance of Shakuni, they do not dare to come out openly against Duryodhan and his caucus, fearing reprisals. 

However, Yuyutsu is different and does not subscribe to the machinations of the Kauravas. Yuyutsu reveres Yudhishtir for his righteousness and never lets go of an opportunity to praise him. His heart is well and truly with the Pandavas, though he is physically present in Hastinapur. The Kauravas led by Duryodhan never consider Yuyutsu as one among them and is often at the receiving end of barbs like Dasiputr1. But Yuyutsu is not affected and continued with his mission of supporting the Pandavas. While being in the wrong camp, he hones his skills in the art of warfare and became one of the most powerful warriors in the Mahabharata. He is counted among the eleven maharathis2 with incomparable combat skills capable of fighting tens and thousands of warriors simultaneously. In many ways, Yuyutsu is the counterpart of Vibhishan in the Ramayan.

While being in Hastinapur, he dons the mantle of an informer and passes valuable information to the Pandavas. He provides them with crucial details about Duryodhan’s plans and strategies, alerting the Pandavas to his diabolical schemes. On one occasion, he saves Bhim’s life by forewarning the Pandavas of impending danger. Driven by hatred towards the Pandavas in general and Bhim in particular, Duryodhan tries to kill Bhim by mixing poison in water – a plan that doesn’t work thanks to Yuyutsu’s intervention.

Before the start of the war, the two armies face each other. Yudhishtir gets down from his chariot and goes to the other side. With great reverence, he touches the feet of Bhishma and Dronacharya and seeks their blessings. While returning, he asks if anybody from the Kaurava side would like to come over and join the Pandavas. Yuyutsu is the only Kaurava warrior to accept the invitation and make his way to the side of the Pandavas, where his heart truly belongs.  

He fights against the Kauravas for the entire duration of eighteen days and kills a number of soldiers belonging to the enemy. Amongst the hundred brothers, Yuyutsu is the only one who survives. 

Even after the war, when the Pandavas establish their rule, Yuyutsu is a valuable member of the royal family. His importance does not diminish even after the Pandavas decide to hand over the reins to the next generation after thirty-seven years. Krishna is not around anymore as the Pandavas prepare themselves for the final journey. Abhimanyu’s son and Arjun’s great-grandson Parikshit is crowned the king of Hastinapur. As Parikshit is still young and inexperienced in statecraft, Yudhishtir appoints Yuyutsu as a mentor to the king. His steadfast devotion to the Pandavas and the cause of dharma finally bears fruit. Under his guidance, Parikshit rules Hastinapur for many years, loved and respected by subjects till his death.

The game of dice is a classic example of Yudhishtir, a man regarded as the custodian of dharma, get carried away to such extreme degrees and in the process losing everything from kingdom, brothers and wife. Clad in a single piece, Draupadi is dragged by the hair and brought into the court by Dushyasan. The august assembly. consisting of Bhishma, Dronacharya and Kripacharya with many stripes and stars to their credit are silent spectators as the stage is set for disrobing the daughter-in-law of the Kuru dynasty. Draupadi looks at Bhishma, ‘O Grandsire, you have been the hero of many battles and punished the wrongdoers. Why are you silent. It is the question of your daughter in laws honour.’ As Bhishma lowers his, it is clear that Duryodhan’s writ runs large. Vidura protests but is shouted down by Duryodhan and his cohorts. 

A young man sitting in the court registers his protest against the sordid drama being enacted in full public view.

‘She is the wife of our cousins and does not deserve to be humiliated like this. Stop this immediately!’ 

This support for Draupadi was coming from unexpected quarters, one among the Kauravas themselves. Vikarna, the third son of Dhritarashtra and Gandhari, is the only brother to stand up against the injustice. He follows the path of dharma and often throws his lot against Duryodhan and the rest of his brothers. 

Vikarna goes on to say, ‘Draupadi was staked when Yudhishtir, challenged by such cheats, was acting in the throes of his passion. The blameless woman belongs to all the Pandavas; she was staked by this Pandava after he was won. Further, it was Shakuni who suggested Draupadi when he desired a stake. Considering all this, I do not think she has been won.’ 

But his voice is drowned by Karna. ‘You are too naïve to speak about dharma. I don’t think you know a thing about it.’ When Vikarna still doesn’t give up his stance, he is sent out of the hall. Vikarna is the only Kaurava who participates in the Mahabharata war while following the path of dharma. His brothers are always after power and pelf and do not hesitate to get them through hook or crook. Vikarna, on more than one occasion, tries to reason with them but they pay no heed to his advice.

Vikarna, tutored by Dronacharya and Bhishma in the art of warfare, grows up to be a great warrior and an excellent marksman. However, he does not get the place he deserves in the Mahabharata, with the towering presence of the great marksmen like Ashwathama, Arjun, Karna and Ekalavya.

After their training is completed and the Pandavas and Kauravas ask Guru Dronacharya what gurudakshina he prefers, Dronacharya asks both Pandavas and Kauravas to capture Drupad and bring him. The Kauravas separately march towards Panchal, where they are routed by Drupad. Unfortunately for Vikarna, he is one of the vanquished Kauravas who could not deliver on his promise.

In the Kurukshetra war, on the fateful fourteenth day when Abhimanyu is killed, Arjun is searching for Jayadrath. Bhim also follows him. Meanwhile, Duryodhan sends Vikarna to stop Bhim. On seeing Vikarna, Bhim says, ‘O Vikarna, you were the only one who raised your voice against your brothers when Draupadi was disrobed. You have proved that there is still some dharma left with the Kauravas. I do not want to kill you.’ 

‘O Bhim, on that day it was my dharma to speak against my brothers. Today it is my dharma to fight for them.’

In the fight that ensues, Vikarna is killed by Bhim. With his death, dharma is all but wiped out in the Kaurava camp, the sole exception being Vidura. 
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Much before the events of the Mahabharata occurred, there lives a sage in Pratishtanpur by the name of Mandavya, who has taken a vow of silence. Most of the time he performs penance and devotes himself to spiritual pursuits. One day, a gang of thieves break into the royal treasury and decamp with jewels and gold coins. With the king’s guards hot on their trail, they enter Sage Mandavya’s ashram and hide the loot there. The royal guards see him meditating and still make enquiries about the thieves. Mandavya is so immersed in his tapasya that he does not answer their questions. Despite his lack of response, the guards search the ashram for the loot. They find it and conclude that the sage, in collusion with the thieves, had indeed hidden the loot there. 

The sage is accused of theft along with the real thieves. Punishment for theft is severe and the authorities order the sage along with the thieves to be impaled. While the rest of thieves die, Mandavya, by virtue of his spiritual powers, continues to meditate, oblivious to the spear that has penetrated his body. The guards who witness this report the matter to the king. Later on, the king comes to know of the gaffe and rushes to apologise to Mandavya. He orders his guards to carefully pull out the spear. In the process, a piece of the metal resembling a stump remains in the neck. The sage displays no anger towards the king and tells him that this is a result of the karma from his previous birth. The stump remains in his neck for the rest of his life and causes immense pain to Mandavya.

Keen to find out the reason for his suffering, Mandavya travels to Yamalok to confront Yama, the god of death. He asks him why he is being subjected to prolonged torture. Yama looks at Mandavya and replies, ‘O Sage. In your past life, as a boy, you caught honeybees with your hand. To ensure that they don’t fly away, you stripped them of their wings and nailed them to the wall. Many bees suffered and died at your hands. The accumulated sins of your past birth is the cause of the trauma that you are going through now.’ 

Mandavya was no ordinary sage. Through years of penance, he had enough spiritual power to curse human beings and devas alike.

‘Oh Yama, I was a mere untried boy when I committed what you deemed as a sin that deserved such a severe punishment. The quantum of punishment given by you far exceeds the crime and is unjustified. I curse you to be born to a lowly maid on earth. Though you will be blessed with all the qualities of a king, you will never become one as a result of your parentage.’

The death of Vichitravirya, the ruler of Hastinapur leaves a void in the Kuru dynasty. His widows Ambika and Ambalika are childless. Anxious to continue the legacy, Satyavati summons her son Vyasa and asks him to bestow motherhood to the two women. When Vyasa enters the room, his terrifying appearance unsettles the two queens. One closes her eyes while the other goes pale. They send their maid instead. Parishrami submits herself to the sage with utmost devotion and respect. The child born to her is Vidura.

Bereft of aggression or animosity, Vidura a man of virtue, knowledge and authority is the glue that binds disparate elements whose politics threaten to bring down Hastinapur. The half-brother of Dhritarashtra and Pandu isn’t afraid of anybody and believes in speaking his mind in the interests of the kingdom. His analysis and cogent arguments rattle Dhritarashtra and even Bhishma. He knows that the Pandavas are on the right side of dharma and is aware of the fact that Krishna is God in human form. 

His love and affection for the Pandavas is evident when he forewarns them about Duryodhan’s insidious plot to trap them in the house of lacquer and burn them alive. It is Vidura who was instrumental in sending a miner to dig a tunnel through which the five brothers along with their mother escape the raging fire. When Krishna comes to Dhritarashtra’s court as a negotiator on behalf of the Pandavas, he rejects an invitation from Duryodhan and stays with Vidura for the night. Vidura and his wife are overjoyed that God himself has come to their house and prepare a feast in his honour.

Vidura never shirks responsibility, time and again advising the incorrigible Duryodhan on avoiding war at any cost. Being neutral, he never takes side; Rather, he takes the side of dharma and keeps away from the intriguing politics and palace coups engineered by the likes of Shakuni. When Draupadi is being disrobed after the infamous dice game, Vidura, besides Vikarna, is the one who protests against the humiliation of Draupadi in the court of Hastinapur. 

He never gives up trying to encourage his step-brother to dissuade the inevitable destruction, as his sons are about to engage in a fratricidal war with their cousins the Pandavas for the kingdom. His pearls of wisdom are captured in ‘Vidura Neeti’3 and recount the conversations he had with Dhritarashtra at the latter’s palace in Hastinapur.

In one of his discourses, Vidura says that he who regards his foe as his friend, who hates and bears malice to his friend, and who commits wicked deeds, is said to be a person of foolish soul.

After the Kurukshetra war, Yudhishtir appoints Vidura as the prime minister and entrusts him with the responsibility of running the government.  However, memories of his dear and near continue to haunt Vidura. Coupled with advancing age, he does not have the heart to govern and is close to renouncing worldly ties. Soon after, he retreats to the forests as an ascetic with Dhritarashtra, and his sisters-in-law Gandhari and Kunti. The noble soul undertakes penance and finally departs for his heavenly abode.  
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The Curse of Gandhari

With the rank and file of the Kaurava army  decimated towards the end of the eighteen-day conflict, the advantage shifts to the Pandavas. It is the last day of the war and Shalya, the king of Madra, is appointed as the commander of the Kaurava army. No novice with the spear, Shalya is one of those commanders whose choice is driven more by circumstances than merit. The fighting prowess of the Kauravas is significantly diminished with the exit of stalwarts like Bhishma, Dronacharya and Karna. Relationships dissolve in the battlefield and what matters is victory. The fact that Shalya is Nakul’s maternal uncle hardly matters as he is being pursued by Yudhishtir. Spears in hand, the two face off, resulting in the death of Shalya. The nimble-fingered Shakuni meets his match in Sahadev and dies, sword in hand instead of the dice. Amongst the Kauravas, those who survive are Ashwathama, Kripacharya, Duryodhan and Kritavarma. 

Defeat looming large, the beleaguered Duryodhan flees and heads towards a lake to cool down his body. He had perfected the art of remaining underwater for a long time and puts it to good use. Krishna, who knows where Duryodhan is hiding takes the Pandavas to the lake. Initially, Duryodhan refuses to come out of the water. But the Pandavas and Krishna rattle him with verbal barbs – calling him a coward who is afraid of facing Bhim. Unable to bear the taunts, and faced with a do or die situation, Duryodhan comes out to fight Bhim. 

The two combatants circle each other with mace in hand, knowing fully well that this is a fight to the death, and only one of them will survive. Duryodhan’s body is immune to blows as a result of his mother Gandhari’s boon. 
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As a devotee of Lord Shiva, Gandhari’s boon was the result of her good deeds and her staying by her husband’s side through so many years of strife. As a result, she acquired immense spiritual power and she decides to use them to provide her beloved Duryodhan and the only-surviving Kaurava, an armour of invincibility. Before the fight, she asks her son to come to her chambers after having a bath in the river without wearing clothes. As Duryodhan returns stark naked after his bath, he runs into Krishna who chastises him for the indecent exposure and asks him to cover himself with a few plantain leaves. This leaves the part of his body below the torso, the thighs in particular vulnerable. When Gandhari opens her eyes and casts her magic on his son’s body, she realises the blunder committed by Duryodhan. But by then it is too late to rectify the mistake. The rules of engagement forbid each combatant from striking below the waist. But Bhim, under instructions from Krishna, just does that. Duryodhan is mortally wounded and lies on the ground bleeding profusely, as Bhim stands over him. He is in great pain and knows that he only has a few hours to live. As the Pandavas leave him to his fate, Ashwathama, Kripacharya and Kritavarma reach the place where the last of the Kauravas is lying on the ground. They find out that he has been felled by Bhim by flouting the rules. A bleeding Duryodhan reaches out to Ashwathama. Sapped of strength and blood oozing out of his thigh, Duryodhan desires revenge and Ashwathama promises to finish off the Pandavas. Led by Ashwathama, the trio attacks the Pandavas’ camp later in the night intending to kill all the Pandavas but miss their target. Amongst the dead are Drushtadyumna, Shikhandi, Uttamaujas and the children of Draupadi who are mistaken for the senior Pandavas. Among the warriors who survive the war are the five Pandavas, Sri Krishna, Satyaki, Ashwathama, Kripacharya, Yuyutsu, Vrishaketu and Kritavarma. 

Meanwhile, on the banks of the lake, Duryodhan is breathing his last. The battleground of Kurukshetra is strewn with the bodies of soldiers. The ground is soaked in blood. Women are seen sitting beside the bodies and wailing. They have lost their sons, husbands and brothers. A head is missing and elsewhere a torso is severed. Limbs are scattered all over the place. Broken chariots, swords with dried blood, spears, bows, arrows and the smell of carcasses littered all over the place point to the intensity of the engagement. A deathly silence pervades and the stench is unbearable. Fires are burning everywhere turning the battlefield into a burial ground. The battle between dharma and adharma has indeed taken its toll. 

As the internecine war comes to an end, a pall of gloom descends over Hastinapur. News reaches Dhritarashtra and Gandhari that Duryodhan is no more. The senior couple reaches the battleground to have a look at their son’s body for the last time before bidding him farewell. Krishna, along with Yudhishtir, Bhim, Arjun, Nakul, Sahadev and Kunti are also present. Yudhishtir is moved to tears as he hears the female relatives of the slain warriors cursing him. He is overcome by a sense of guilt. Gandhari and Dhritarashtra are inconsolable. As they see the Pandavas, Gandhari’s mourning turns to rage. The killers of her hundred sons are standing right before them and her emotions get the better of her.

‘Where is that sinner who calls himself the custodian of dharma? The coward who is responsible for the loss of so many lives?’ she screams. 

A teary-eyed Yudhishtir replies, ‘O Mother, I am standing in front of you. I accept my mistake. I have committed the gravest of sins. I could have – should have – done more to stop the war. If anybody has to be blamed for the loss of your hundred sons, it’s me.  I deserve to be cursed. Curse me in a such a way that no boon can ever save me!’

Knowing fully well that Duryodhan and his pathological hatred is the cause for the deaths and destruction, Krishna intervenes, ‘O Mother, Yudhishtir is the upholder of justice and he has not committed any sin. He should not be cursed.’

Directing her ire at Krishna, Gandhari shouts, ‘Then who is the cause of this grief? The Kaurava women, who were known for their chastity and rarely ventured out of their houses, are out in the open today, crying for their loved ones who are no longer there to comfort them. The Kuru women were brave and always stood shoulder to shoulder with their husbands. Their self-respect was their jewel. They were proud of their lineage and ancestry. Look at them now. They are beating their breasts and crying!’ 

Gandhari pauses for a moment and continues, ‘If Yudhishtir is not to be blamed, then there is one person who is responsible for the deaths of my sons and that is you! It is you Krishna who is responsible for the war and its ramifications. If you wanted to, you could have stopped the war and avoided bloodshed. But you didn’t. I am aware of who you are and your immense power. Averting the war between the Kauravas and the Pandavas would have been easily possible for you. Instead, you chose to be a silent spectator and did nothing. If someone deserves my curse, it is you!’ 

In the heat of the moment, Gandhari forgets Krishna’s efforts in trying to bring about a rapprochement between the cousins on more than one occasion. In an attempt to avert the war, Krishna went to Hastinapur as a mediator. In what can be termed as a fine example of statesmanship, Krishna requested the Kauravas to return Indraprastha to the Pandavas. Duryodhan refused outright. Than Krishna scaled down his demand for Indraprastha and asked for five villages so that both parties can live in peace. The inflexible and arrogant Duryodhan declared that he would not yield an inch of land to the Pandavas, let alone five villages. In a final effort, Krishna explained the collateral damage a war would cause. He further went to say that the confrontation would signal the beginning of the end of the Kauravas and should be avoided at all costs. However, his repeated attempts to negotiate fell on deaf ears. Compounding the matter was the powerless Dhritarashtra whose unassertiveness didn’t help the cause either. Other than platitudes, there was no decisive action taken by the sightless scion of the Kuru dynasty. He was helpless against the strong-arm tactics adopted by his son and refused to take a firm stand that would anger him. Though Krishna’s efforts went in vain, he employed every possible strategy from scaling down his demands to educating Duryodhan on the repercussions of war. Gandhari was aware of the murky developments but was content playing the dutiful mother. Her token reminders asking Duryodhan to make peace with the Pandavas and go on the path of righteousness had always fallen on deaf ears. Whenever Duryodhan asked Gandhari for her blessings, she only said, ‘May victory be on the side of dharma.’

Forgetting Krishna’s untiring efforts to avoid the war, and his final objective to ensure that dharma triumphs, Gandhari, in a moment of terrible, unthinking fury, curses him: 

‘Vasudev! The day is not far off when your Yadava clan will be destroyed to the last man, in the same way that you destroyed us. Today, I stand here lamenting the loss of my sons. May a similar fate befall the Yadava women till they lose their sons and other members of the family. Much like the Pandavas and Kauravas who fought with each other, the Yadavas too will fight among themselves and kill each other; nobody will be able to stop their annihilation, even you. You will be a mere spectator; seeing the destruction of your clan. The Yadava women will beat their chests and mourn the deaths of their men. You have filled the lives of Kaurava women with misery. And then there’s you. You have killed your adversaries using trickery and deceit. You will also meet the same fate and die like an ordinary man!’

Everybody is stunned speechless at Gandhari’s outburst. How could a worshipper of Shiva curse Krishna? Krishna is the only one who remains unaffected. He listens to her calmly, knowing that every word uttered by Gandhari is going to come to pass. He neither protests nor offers her any explanation but accepts it, for he knows that the Dwaparyug is on the wane; Kaliyug is fast approaching.

Krishna’s silence is an answer in itself. What is predestined will run its course. As Gandhari comes to grips with the situation, she realises that the passive approach of her husband preferring to look the other way despite the many pleadings of Krishna is the cause of the misery. The crestfallen and utterly devastated couple then go back to the palace. Darkness envelops the battlefield. Fires burning everywhere bear testimony to the bitter end to which the war was fought.

Krishna goes back to the palace to meet Dhritarashtra and Gandhari, reminding them that souls are set on their next journey and what remains to be completed are the last rites. The old couple is unable to come to terms with the situation.

‘O Krishna! No father would like to see the day when he has to consign the mortal remains of his sons to the fire. Not one of them is alive. Not even Duryodhan. As a father, I showered love and affection upon them and brought them up in the best possible way. I was blind but my sons were my pillars of support. Now they are no more and I have nobody to lean on. Look at the irony of fate. My blindness is a blessing in disguise. Which father would like to see his sons’ dead bodies, decapitated heads, severed limbs and missing torsos? Please leave me alone, Vasudev. I cannot perform the last rites of my sons. I don’t dare to go through the ordeal.’

Krishna replies, ‘O Great King, when one fights a war, one has to prepare for the consequences. I understand your state of mind and fully sympathise with you but deaths have occurred on either side. If Mata Gandhari has lost all her sons, so has Draupadi. Casualties haven’t spared the Pandavas. You can get solace by accepting death.’ 

With these words, Krishna leads Dhritarashtra and Gandhari back to the battleground. With a heavy heart, Dhritarashtra lights the pyre, thus signalling the end of the Kauravas. 

There is no dearth of boons and curses in the Mahabharata. However, Gandhari’s curse spells the end of the Yadava clan, not sparing Krishna either and heralds the arrival of Kaliyug. 
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The End of the Yadavas

He was known as the angry sage. Gods, goddesses, kings and queens would tremble like leaves at the very sight of Rishi Durvasa. Curses were at the tip of his tongue. From Shakuntala and Indra to Krishna, everybody was at the receiving one time or the other. The temperamental rishi was equally generous with his blessings. Kunti served him with great devotion and he gave her a boon to beget a son through any deva by reciting a mantra. He was known for his mood swings, and his unpredictable nature, dropping in unannounced and expecting his hosts to treat him with honour and respect. 

One day, Durvasa pays a visit to Krishna and expresses a desire to eat kheer. When the dish is ready, Krishna gives him a bowl full of kheer. After having his fill, the eccentric sage asks Krishna to smear the remaining kheer all over his body. Surprised at the outlandish request, Krishna rubs the sweet dish over Durvasa’s body. However, he forgets to put it on his feet. The enraged sage curses Krishna, ‘Since you did not obey me, your feet will be vulnerable, unlike the rest of your body and will be the cause of your death.’ 

Krishna is unfazed as he knows that the curse will help him leave the human body at the end of the Dwaparyug. But Krishna continues to serve Durvasa with devotion. Durvasa is happy and blesses him.

‘O Krishna, despite the challenges you face, you endear yourself to everybody. From today, everyone, right from human beings and animals to birds, will love you. You will have no enemies and will continue to reside in their hearts.’

When Gandhari curses him, holding him responsible for the death of her sons and the destruction of the Kura clan, Krishna looks at it as an opportunity to stem the rot afflicting the Yadava clan. As God, Krishna is aware of the past, the present and the future and rarely displays outward emotions. He knows that Kaal will not spare anybody; everyone has to surrender to it. Krishna’s life teaches us an invaluable lesson. Relationships and attachments are dependent on time. We need to move on as living in the past serves no purpose.  

When the Kurukshetra war comes to an end, Yudhishtir is crowned the king of Hastinapur. Krishna goes back to Dwarka. The kingdom flourishes under Balaram and Krishna and is known as the city of gold. Kaliyug is at the doorstep and Krishna knows that he has limited time on earth. Luxury and wealth have gone into the heads of the Yadavas. They are nothing like the disciplined people they were back in Mathura. With abundant power and wealth, they believe they are invincible and with the protection of Krishna, they are confident that no force on earth can defeat them. Such arrogance and overconfidence causes them to deviate from the path of dharma. 

Krishna thinks that if the Yadavas continue down this path unchecked, they will become a nuisance to others and a burden on earth. Signs of waywardness are already visible as groups of Yadava youth are seen making merry on the streets of Dwarka and roaming around in an inebriated state. The state of eternal bliss makes them forget the value and importance of good conduct, morals, discipline and humility. Given the deterioration of the people of Dwarka, their destruction is a foregone conclusion and Gandhari’s curse happens to be a blessing in disguise. Decadence has set in and Dwarka is a pale reflection of what is was during the halcyon days. 

One day, Sage Vishwamitra, Durvasa, Vasistha and Narad who are on a pilgrimage, head towards Dwarka to meet Lord Krishna and Balaram. The Yadavas, which include Bhodakas, Vrishnis, Kekeyas and Andakas are devotees of Krishna and respect towards elders and sages is deeply ingrained in them. They belonged to an ancient Vedic clan and were descendants of Yadu, one of the tribes mentioned in the Rigveda. At the time of the visit of the four sages, however, their affluence and life of luxury have made them lose their sense of culture and discipline. 

Seeing the sages, a group of boys try to play a prank on them to test their supernatural powers. One of the boys, Samba, who is the son of Krishna and Jambuvati dresses up as a pregnant woman and he, along with his friends, approaches the sages and asks them to predict if he – in his guise as a pregnant woman – will be delivering a boy or a girl. Through their divine vision, the sages see through the prank. Taken aback by their impudence, they curse them.

‘The woman will deliver an iron pestle which will ultimately destroy the Yadava clan.’ The juveniles laugh it off, not bothering about the curse, let alone apologising. They leave the place jeering and mocking the rishis. However, they are in for a surprise. 

The next morning, Samba, who had dressed himself as a woman, starts experiencing labour pain. After going through terrible agony, he is horrified to see that he has indeed delivered an iron pestle. As news of this spreads among the people of Dwarka, everyone becomes fearful at the turn of events. With the pestle in hand, Samba’s friends rush to Akroor and Ugrasen. In the presence of Krishna, the frightened boys narrate the sequence of events.

Akroor is told of the matter and orders the pestle to be seized. Once that is done, he looks at Krishna and says, ‘I do not understand this, Krishna. Can you throw some light on this?’ 

Krishna knows that the end is near and does not intervene; the wheels of time are moving and Samba has played his part. He has not forgotten Gandhari’s curse. Just then, Rukmini enters and explains to Ugrasen the reason behind the incident.

Thirty-six years ago, Krishna prayed to Shiva for a son like him and Samba was born. Krishna wanted somebody like Samba to start the cycle of destruction of the Yadava clan towards the end of the Dwaparyug. Connecting the dots, there seemed to be a link between Gandhari’s curse and the birth of Samba. Incidentally, both Gandhari and Krishna were worshippers of Shiva. Samba was born into the Yadava family through Shiva’s blessings to complete Gandhari’s curse. After Rukmini finishes her narration, it becomes clear to Akroor that Samba will be responsible for the destruction of the entire Yadava clan.  

As instructed by Akroor, the pranksters, along with a few others, take the iron pestle and starting grinding it to a fine powder. The job is all but complete except for a sharp triangular piece, which is too hard to be powdered. Happy at completing the job in quick time, they throw the powder along with the sharp-edged iron piece into the sea. Once they are back they consume wine and celebrate, forgetting all about the unusual occurrence or the darkness it may portend. And time rolls by, as it always has.

Unbeknownst to anyone, the triangular iron piece is swallowed by a fish. The fish is caught by a hunter, who, upon finding the piece in the fish’s entrails, immediately uses it to craft it into an arrow. The fine powder, on the other hand, is washed back ashore and deposits itself by the beautiful coast of Dwarka. Later, a certain type of grass grows in abundance in the area where the powder was deposited. The stage is set for the final act.

As far as the curse is concerned, the Yadavas dismiss it as a bad dream. The consumption of alcohol is banned in the entire kingdom of Dwarka. However, thirty-six years after the great and bloody Kurukshetra war, the town witnesses ill omens. The Sudarshan Chakra,  Panchajanya,1 Krishna’s chariot and Balaram’s celestial plough disappear from the earth. Pests multiply. Sinful acts are on the rise, yet no one has a sense of shame. Wives and husbands deceive each other. Many have terrifying dreams. People insult and humiliate their seniors and teachers. 

One day, a group of Yadavas gather at the waterfront.  They consume so much liquor that they are unable to walk or stand straight. They tease one another, bringing up the gory pasts and mistakes they had committed. Satyaki and Kritavarma are involved in a fracas which acts as a trigger portending the doom of Dwarka. Satyaki had fought on Pandavas’ side in the battle of Kurukshetra and Kritavarma had gone to the Kauravas side along with the Narayani Sena. They taunt each other, bringing back memories of the horrific war. In a fit of rage, Satyaki jumps on Kritavarma and chops off his head. His friends, in turn, pounce on Satyaki and kill him. 

Pradyumna, Krishna’s son, finds himself in the thick of the action and he too gets killed. Soon, it is a free for all and fisticuffs breakout. In their drunken stupor, they chance upon the grass shoots that have grown in abundance along the seashore. They pick up the shoots and attack each other. The shoots are nothing but iron blades made out of the powder ground from the pestle delivered by Samba. The curse of the rishis is working. Each blade of grass doubles as a mini spear that smashes into the Yadavas, killing them instantly. In a matter of minutes, innumerable Yadavas are bludgeoned to death even as the fratricidal orgy continues unchecked. Except Krishna and his charioteer Daruka and Babhru, all the Yadava men at the riverfront die. They both approached Krishna, ‘O Krishna! All the Yadavas have been killed! The whereabouts of Balaram are not known. We should search for him.’ 

Krishna asks Daruka to meet the Pandavas and tell them what had happened. Arjun’s help is required urgently and Daruka sets out on his journey to Hastinapur. While Daruka is gone, Krishna sends Babhru to protect the ladies of the kingdom from robbers. As Babhru is on his way, he too is struck by the murderous iron shoot and dies. Balaram leaves his human body, changes into his original Adisesha form and disappears into the sea. Krishna knows that the moment of truth has arrived and it is time for him to leave the mortal world. He makes his way to Prabhas Kshetra on the banks of the River Gomati where it meets the sea. There he assumes a yogic position and sits under a tree moving his foot.

At the same time, a hunter by the name of Jara enters the forest. Earlier, Jara was the one who had caught the fish and after cutting open its entrails, found a piece of iron which he fashioned into an arrowhead. That hunter perceives the moving foot of Krishna as a lurking deer and shoots an arrow which pierces Krishna’s foot. As soon as the hunter nears Krishna, he realises his mistake and pleads for forgiveness. Lord Krishna consoles him and tells him that death is inevitable. 

Before he breathes his last, Krishna reveals the inevitability of this occurrence. He tells the hunter that he was Ram in his previous birth in Tretayug and killed Vali by shooting an arrow hidden behind a tree. Krishna paid the price for the unfair combat in the Dwaparyug by becoming Jara’s victim. Jara the hunter is none other than king Vali in his previous birth. Krishna closes his eyes and leaves the mortal world. 

Meanwhile, Daruka reaches Hastinapur and narrates the chain of events to the Pandavas. Arjun immediately sets out for Dwarka. Once he reaches, he finds out the devastating news of Krishna’s death and is shocked to see the carnage that has taken place. Bodies of lakhs of Yadavas are lying all over the place. Arjun pulls himself together and tells the remaining Yadavas to get ready to leave Dwarka within a week. Krishna’s wives are distraught. 

Some of them end their lives by jumping into the pyre while others retire into the forest to spend their last days in penance. Among the survivors are aged men, women and children. Before leaving, the Yadavas collect whatever treasure they can carry in the form of jewels and gold coins. As they are leaving, the water level rises and the city of Dwarka gets submerged underwater. 

Arjun leads the group through mountains, forests and streams. The caravan attracts the attention of forest bandits. The loot before them is too tempting to resist and so are the women. They attack the group from all sides. Arjun warns them to back off but they do not heed to his warning. The son of Kunti tries to raise his Gandiva but to his surprise, the bow appears heavy and unwieldy. Not one to give up, he succeeds in activating the bow and starts shooting arrows at the robbers. Heavily outnumbered, Arjun knows that the only way to stop the bandits is to invoke the Divyastras. He chants the mantras but to his shock, none of them appear, leaving him and the entourage vulnerable. Arjun still tries his best to shield them but his efforts go in vain. He is reduced to a mute spectator as the women are dragged away by robbers along with their belongings. However, he fights bravely and the bandits retreat. Arjun continues the journey with the surviving Yadavas and whatever belongings they could salvage after the attack. Finally, the entourage reaches Kurukshetra.

A humiliated Arjun is unable to comprehend the reason for his defeat, his inability to invoke the Divyastras and stop an ordinary band of thieves. A downcast Arjun approaches Sage Vyasa. The sage then explains the concept of the yugs to him to try and get him to understand. 

‘Time moves on and the past becomes irrelevant. Tretayug gave way to Dwaparyug and now Kaliyug has started. Krishna’s time on earth was over and he had to leave his human form to go back to where he came from. You and your brothers have served the purpose of your lives. The celestial weapons with which you achieved success no longer need you and have returned to their source. When the time comes, they will reappear and go into somebody else’s quiver. It is time that you abdicated your throne, renounced the world and anointed your successor. It is time to leave for your heavenly abode.’
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Arjuna’s Quest for  Divine Weapons

Right after the Shakuni-planned game of dice that divested the Pandavas of everything, the five brothers and Draupadi are facing some of the most challenging years of their life. Dispossessed of their kingdom and banished into the forest for thirteen long years, they accept their fate and try to go through the years ahead with as much dignity and peace as possible. Bhim, however, is seething with rage and confronts Yudhishtir. 

‘Given a choice, I would like to kill the Kauravas this minute for what they have done to us through such dastardly treachery.’ 

Yudhishtir tries his best to calm him down. While living out the years of their vanvas, the Pandavas spend their time by interacting with sages and listening to their advice. 

One day, Vyasa visits the Pandavas. They welcome the sage with reverence and sit at his feet to listen to him. 

‘O Panduputr, I understand what you are going through. I do not see any chance of rapprochement with the Kauravas and war seems to be a distinct possibility. To defeat them, it is imperative that you secure the Divyastras1 to prevail over the likes of Bhishma and Dronacharya. Arjun, you have to secure these astras from Indra and Lord Shiva. I suggest you go to the mountains and perform tapasya to procure them. Only then can you defeat the Kauravas in battle.’

Krishna, too, is aware of the fact that that the Pandavas face an uphill task with Bhishma, Dronacharya, Karna and Ashwathama figuring in the ranks of the Kaurava army. Moreover, Dronacharya, Karna and Ashwathama possess celestial weapons like the Brahmastra, Nagastra and Narayanstra, capable of destroying an entire division in a matter of seconds. With these thoughts in mind, Krishna remembers Shiva.

‘O Chakradhari, I am indeed fortunate to have been called by you. How can I help?’

Krishna folds his hands and says, ‘O Mahadev, Destroyer of the Universe, you are immensely powerful yet equally humble. The reason why I called you is Arjun. With the war inevitable after the Pandavas finish their exile, I would request you to accept Arjun as your student and share with him the secrets of the Pashupatastra. Only then will he be in a position to counter the might of the Kauravas.’

‘O Vasudev, I would be happy to take Arjun under my wing. Before that, however, he will have to pass a few tests first for me to be assured of his suitability.  I will personally test his skills, strength and endurance before parting with the secrets of Pashupatastra.’

Krishna thanks Shiva for his benevolence as he knows that not everyone is lucky enough to be evaluated by Lord Shiva. Krishna is aware of the fact that ordinary weapons will have little or no effect on Bhishma, who can choose his death or for that matter Karna, the warrior who has the blessings of the sun god and born with an armour and a set of earrings. 

Pashupatastra was a ‘mantramukt’ astra, invoked through the use of mantras, just like its contemporaries, the Brahmastra, Narayanstra, Brahmanandastra and Bhargavastra, among several others whose destructive power was unmatched. One of the most powerful and dangerous weapons of the Vedic times, the astra was believed to have the combined power of both Shiva and Parvati. The celestial weapon was different from others in that it could be discharged even through the eyes of the mind, besides a bow. As a result of its awesome power, it was deemed never to be used against people as the collateral damage was inestimable, resulting in the annihilation of the universe. 

Meanwhile, as per Rishi Vyasa’s advice, Arjun ventures forth to begin his tapasya and starts with praying to Indra. Indra appears before him and asks him the reason for his penance.

‘O Lord of the Heavens. Astras are the soul of a Kshatriya and I am performing the penance to obtain the privilege of being able to invoke the mighty Divyastras. Please grant me the celestial weapons which will be useful for me in future, especially when I fight the Kauravas.’

‘O Arjun, before you come to me for the divine weapons, I suggest you pray to Lord Shiva and obtain his blessings. Once you do, you will have to enter Swarglok for the Divyastras.’

Arjun proceeds to the mountains to begin his penance to appease Shiva. As he enters the forest at the base of the mountains he is captivated by the serene surroundings, the fresh mountain air and the spiritual aura making it a perfect setting for meditation. He hears the sounds of conches and drums from above. He soon passes through the thick foliage and reaches a clearing. The idyllic setting forms the perfect backdrop for his penance. He sets up a small hermitage and begins to prepare for the task ahead which invariably would take a few years to complete.

The chirping of the birds heralds the arrival of dawn; they go back to their nests at sunset only to be back again at first light the next day. Arjun is captivated by the ethereal beauty, the harmony and the tranquillity surrounding the place. At the hermitage, he decides to begin his tapasya to achieve his goal. Leading an austere life of an ascetic, he subsists on leaves that fall from the trees. Gradually fruits are added to his spartan meal. Even in exile, the Pandavas know that they are being watched by enemies. Since they are out in the wild, they carry their weapons. It’s no different for Arjuna as he carries the Gandiva wherever he goes. 

The years roll by as Arjun continues his tapasya. Neither heat nor dust, wind nor rain, can detract him from his concentration. With the passage of years, the handsome Kuntiputr is unrecognisable with his matted hair and flowing beard. The jwala2 generated from his tapasya soon affects the forest as well. Leaves wither, trees go dry and the verdant expanse of the forest acquires a yellow hue.

The rishis in and around the forest feel the heat and rush to Lord Shiva, ‘O Great One! We know not the reason why Arjun is performing this penance. It is causing us great inconvenience as the atmosphere is getting heated up. We are unable to sit and perform our rituals. The power emanating from his penance is burning our skin. If this continues, we will be forced to leave the forest and go elsewhere. We would request you, Mahadev, to intervene and stop the penance before it is too late.’ 

Shiva promises the rishis that he will intervene and find a solution to their problem. Meanwhile, the subject of the rishis’ discomfort is himself insulated from the outside world. However, that is not meant to last. Many great sages in the past were distracted for some reason and Arjun is no exception. As he meditates, he is disturbed by the noise of a wild boar and opens his eyes. He slowly reaches for his Gandiva, which is never too far out of reach. The animal looks menacingly at Arjun and charges at him but Arjun is equal to the task. He shoots an arrow right into the animal’s belly. The boar, with the arrow stuck in its body, runs away. Arjun follows his quarry and notices the dead boar some distance away from where he had been seated. What is more intriguing is the presence of two arrows instead of one on the body of the dead animal. 

Arjun looks around and spots a hunter with a bow and arrow. The hunter approaches Arjun and smiles. ‘O Rishi, I have killed the boar with my arrow and it rightfully belongs to me. I have come to take it.’ 

Arjun laughs at the hunter. ‘You do not know who  I am and I don’t expect somebody like you to know my name. I am Arjun, the student of Dronacharya, the best marksman in the world today. I have brought down this animal with my arrow. Forget the boar and go away.’  

The hunter laughs at Arjun and tells him that he has neither heard of him nor his guru, Dronacharya. With an air of authority, he reminds Arjun that the turf belongs to him and he knows every inch of the terrain. He gestures to Arjun to leave the boar and go back to his penance reminding him that it would be a better thing to do than game hunting. 

Arjun is at the end of his patience. In a final attempt for a peaceful resolution, he tries to reason with the hunter the futility of taking up a confrontationist stance. But the hunter is unrelenting, after which Arjun challenges him for a face-off with the winner taking the boar. Arjun brims with confidence as he believes that defeating the unheralded hunter would be a walk in the park. 

The hunter agrees and both men square off. Arjun hits the first arrow, which the hunter neutralises effortlessly. As the exchange continues, the hunter shows his skills by slicing Arjun’s arrow into two. The hunter finally delivers the final blow by shooting a number of arrows in quick succession and pinning Arjun to the tree. The son of Kunti, however, does not give in. He lunges at his adversary with a knife. The hunter fends off the jab and with one hand lands a punch on Arjun’s face. Arjun lies spread-eagled on the ground. He quickly springs up and the two circle around each other.

As they wrestle with bare hands, the hunter bodily lifts Arjun and throws him on the ground. Battered and bruised, Arjun tries to get up but his entire body is bruised and aching. Befuddled by the superior strength of his opponent in the forest, Arjun uproots a tree and throws it at the hunter. The hunter gestures with his hand and the tree reverses direction and travels back to Arjun, just about missing him. Arjun is helpless but refuses to accept defeat easily. He picks up a large piece of wood and throws it at the hunter, who stops the log of wood and splits into two without breaking a sweat. 

Exhausted after his fight with the hunter, Arjun finally stops after several energy-sapping rounds, and asks for a timeout.

‘It is time for me to continue my penance to Lord Shiva. Let me complete my day’s tapasya and we will resume the fight.’ 

Having moved further and further away during the fight, Arjun has to make another Shivaling. The hunter agrees to the request, smiling at his opponent all the while. Arjun gathers mud from the bushes and pours water on it to make it wet. Then he gets down to work and makes a Shivaling. He gathers a few flowers from the trees nearby and prays to the Shivaling. 

‘O Shiva, I have come thus far in my quest for celestial weapons. If I am defeated by the hunter, I would have failed in my mission. Please give me the necessary strength to vanquish this hunter.’ 

With these words, he starts his puja. As he places the flowers on the Shivaling, a slight breeze carries the flowers and deposits them at the hunter’s feet standing some distance away. Without paying attention to the flight of the flowers, Arjun continues worshipping the Shivaling. Every time, he places the flowers on the head of the Shivaling, they float in the air and land at the feet of the hunter. Then Arjun gets up and walks towards the hunter with folded hands. 

‘O Hunter, only three people are capable of defeating me – my guru, Dronacharya, my father, Indra and Lord Shiva. You cannot be Dronacharya or Indra, so you must be Shiva. Please tell me I am right in my assumption.’

On hearing Arjun, the hunter assumes the form of Shiva. Arjun is overwhelmed at the sight and falls at his feet.

‘O Destroyer of the World. In my ignorance, I challenged you to a fight without knowing who you were. I have committed a grave sin by doing so. I beg for your forgiveness!’ 

Shiva smiles and says, ‘Arjun, I knew all the while that you were here in your quest for Pashupatastra. Before giving you the deadly weapon, I wanted to test your endurance and resolve. I am now fully satisfied and will grant you the divine weapon. I would also add a note of caution. This astra, for all practical purposes, should not be used at all, given its awesome power. It should not be used against human beings as the collateral damage caused by the astra is unimaginable. The astra once released not only finishes the job that is assigned to it, but annihilates the entire universe in the process.’ 

Shiva gives the Pashupatastra to Arjun knowing well that it is in safe hands. Despite its destructive capabilities, Shiva knows that Arjun, under the guidance of Krishna, would never use it in combat, but its very presence would give him an edge and help him in the upcoming war.

 With his mission accomplished, Arjun returns home, confident of facing the Kauravas with the prized weapon in his possession. 

The decks are cleared for Arjun to go to Swarglok and collect the rest of the Divyastras. As he enters Swarglok, Arjun is welcomed by his father, Indra, the god of the devas. Indra gives Arjun a number of powerful astras while the other devas also pitch in with their contributions. Varuna, the rain god, gifts him the nooses; Kubera, the lord of wealth, presents him the Antardhanastra, which has the power of making people and places disappear. Yama, the god of death, offers Arjun his mace. 

Indra instructs Arjun to learn music and dance from Urvashi as he feels that the skill will come in handy in a difficult situation. Arjun masters the dance form by practising diligently under the watchful eyes of Urvashi. Urvashi is impressed by the quick progress made by Arjun and eventually falls in love with him. But Arjun tells her that she is not only his teacher but a mother as well. As such, it would not be proper for him to look at her from any other angle. Urvashi curses him to be a eunuch for the rest of his life where he would only sing and dance with other women. Later, on Indra’s intervention, Urvashi softens her curse by reducing it to a period of one year. This curse comes in handy in the thirteenth year of the Pandava exile where they go incognito and serve King Virat. Arjun returns from Swarglok with a cache of divine weapons, ready to battle with his cousins.
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The Masquerade

Much ahead of the Kurukshetra war, the Pandavas are going through their period of exile in the forest. The thirteen years are a blessing in disguise as they get to interact with sages who, by virtue of their meditation, are shining like the stars. Sitting at their feet, the five brothers imbibe spiritual knowledge essential to survive in the harsh conditions they are subjected to. At the behest of Sage Vyasa, Arjun uses this time to obtain divine weapons from Indralok, where he is warmly welcomed by Indra who ensures his son’s stay is as comfortable as possible. The lord of heavens has always kept a close watch on Arjun, given their unique relationship. 

Harking back to the halycon days of Hastinapur, King Pandu lives happily with his wives Kunti and Madri. He lives happily with his wives Kunti and Madri. One day, Pandu goes hunting and comes across a pair of deer engrossed in the act of procreation. As he shoots his arrows, he is shocked to find out that Rishi Kindama and his wife who were making love in the form of a deer. The dying sage curses Pandu saying that he would also die the moment he would try to enter into a union with a woman. 

Pandu is sad as his legacy is threatened and shares the details of the encounter with Kunti. Kunti reminds Pandu of Durvasa’s boon and prays to Yama, Vayu and Indra who bless her with three children – Yudhishtir, Bhim and Arjun.
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While Arjun’s main objective is to obtain the Divyastras, Indra also urges him to learn the twin art forms – music and dance from Urvashi, the foremost exponent of various dance forms in Swarglok. Urvashi is the celestial maiden in Indra’s court and is the most beautiful among the apsaras. Perennially youthful and infinitely charming, her mere presence sets many a heart aflutter.

Arjun is surprised by Indra’s desire that he learn music and dance – unnecessary for any Kshatriya.  ‘O Father, a Kshatriya should be taught to handle weapons to enhance his combat skills. For a warrior, music and dance don’t have anything to do with his duties and responsibilities.’ 

Indra, however, persists Arjun to put his heart and soul into the lessons imparted by Urvashi which may stand him in good stead in future. Arjun agrees and studies music and dance under Urvashi’s tutelage with as much dedication as he had learnt archery as a young student. He quickly masters the niceties and nuances of the various dance forms, complete with its movements and symbolic gestures. 

One night, as Arjun is about to retire, Urvashi enters his quarters. ‘O Arjun, there is nobody who has not heard about you and your valour. Your handsomeness and masculinity is irresistible. I was drawn to you the day I saw you. I have lost my heart to you.’ 

Taken aback by these words, Arjun gathers himself and addresses Urvashi. ‘O Mother, I have always looked up to you as a teacher – and a teacher only. Your lessons have been invaluable. The relationship between a teacher and her pupil is that of a mother and a son. Please pardon me, as I cannot entertain such thoughts. You will always be my teacher and I will respect you for the immense knowledge you passed on to me.’ 

Urvashi makes one last attempt to win him over.  ‘O Arjun, it is not right to draw parallels with the mortal world. I am forever young and ageless. I was involved in consensual relationships with humans without incurring sin. Our union shall not be one of sin; Rather, it will be the culmination of our mutual desires. We Apsaras are immortal and free-spirited. For us, pleasure is a way of life; intimacy and communion are accepted practices here in the heavens.’ 

With folded hands, Arjun replies, ‘O Devi, I came to Swarglok with a purpose – to acquire celestial weapons in preparation for the war ahead. Since my mission has come to an end, I have to return to earth to perform my duties. Besides, as a guest, I cannot abuse your hospitality.’  

Urvashi is infuriated by the rejection and curses Arjun. ‘O Arjun! For this audacity that you have shown by rejecting me, you will remain a eunuch for the rest of your life, surrounded by women singing and dancing. Your virility and manhood will disappear forever.’

When Indra comes to know of the curse, he is furious with Urvashi and screams, ‘Your actions are condemnable! Arjun was right when he refused your advances. I command you to reduce the duration of the curse to a year.’ Urvashi realises her mistake and apologises to Indra and limits her curse to a year instead of a lifetime. 

Arjun, satisfied with the mitigation of the curse and the knowledge he gained, along with the Divyastras for which he had gone to Swarglok, returns to Earth. Little does Arjun know that the curse would turn into a blessing in disguise.

Now, with the Pandavas’ twelve-year exile coming to an end, they have to prepare for the agyatavas of the thirteenth year. The Pandavas and Draupadi have to remain incognito and avoid being detected by the Kauravas for the entire year. If they are spotted, they have to spend another thirteen years in exile. Needless to say, the sinister plan is hatched by Shakuni, the wily old man from Gandhar and uncle to the Kauravas. 

The Pandavas are evaluating various kingdoms to hide and finally pick Matsya, which is ruled by King Virat who oversees a largely peaceful kingdom with happy subjects. The region is beautiful with abundant resources and riches. The king is a follower of dharma and is known to respect learned men and women. Matsya is neither a powerful kingdom nor a weak state. Hence, it could escape scrutiny, especially from the prying eyes of the Kauravas. The fact that King Virat has neither heard of the Pandavas nor seen them,makes Matsya the best place for them to wait out the agyatvas.

The Pandavas enter Matsya without causing a flutter. Yudhishtir disguises himself as a Brahmin called Kank and teaches King Virat the game of dice. Besides, he keeps company with the king and doubles as his mentor. Curses are known to cause hardships, in some cases resulting in death and destruction. But Urvashi’s curse is a blessing in disguise for Arjun; he transforms himself into Brihannala – a transgender who teaches Princess Uttara, the king’s daughter, dance and music. Bhim takes the name of Vallabha and settles comfortably in the royal kitchen, doubling as a cook and a wrestler. The handsome Nakul takes care of the horses and stables and goes by the name Granthika. Sahadev is in charge of the cattle and is entrusted with the responsibility of grazing cows and buffaloes. His name is Tantipala. Draupadi joins the palace as a beautician and a hairdresser to Queen Sudeshna. She assumes the name of Malini and wastes no time in getting into earning the queen’s good book. She endears herself to one and all with her pleasant demeanour, quality of service and above all her dedication. They live in peace, quietly going about their chores. The days pass by and nobody has an inkling that the Pandavas are in Matsya. The five brothers and Draupadi often meet in secret and away from prying eyes to discuss their duties and how they’re coping. Nothing untoward happens and the Pandavas are confident of completing the year without being the detected. However, the calm is shattered by the arrival of Keechak, the brother of Queen Sudeshna.

Keechak is the commander-in-chief of Matsya and has saved the kingdom on numerous occasions from invading armies. King Virat, being old, is dependent on Keechak to a great extent. One day, Keechak happens to visit his sister and his wandering gaze falls on Malini, the hairdresser who is coming out of the queen’s chamber after finishing her duties. 

Keechak is captivated by her beauty. 

‘Sister, I cannot believe that she is your lady in waiting! The radiance on her face, the unblemished complexion and gait are only found in queens and princesses. She deserves to be a queen and not a hairdresser. Send her to me at once.’ 

Sudeshna senses that Draupadi is called under duress and momentarily succumbs to the pressure. However, she is quick to understand that Draupadi is not interested in her brother. Moreover, Draupadi had already confided in Malini that she is married and her husbands are Gandharvas.

Sudeshna calls Malini and asks her to go to Keechak’s chamber with a glass of wine. The unsuspecting Malini serves him the drink. As she is about to leave, Keechak catches hold of her hand and pulls her towards him. Malini escapes and runs into the court, which is in session, attended by ministers, advisors and Yudhishtir in his guise of Kank1. Keechak follows her and the scene is very nearly a repeat of the humiliation faced by Draupadi at the hands of Dushyasan who had tried to outrage her modesty. Virat, who unlike Dhritarashtra, can see what is happening, is as powerless against Keechak as the sightless king was and hangs his head in shame.

Draupadi warns Keechak of dire consequences, ‘My husbands are Gandharvas. If they come to know of your behaviour, they will kill you!’ Far from being intimidated, Keechak provokes Draupadi and tells her that he would relish a fight. Before the matter can get out of hand, Kank intervenes by telling Draupadi that her husbands will settle scores shortly. In the same breath, he requests her to go and attend to her duties in the royal chambers of Queen Sudeshna. Draupadi leaves even as a fuming Keechak laughs dismissively.

When the Pandavas hear about the incident, they are all seething with rage. They are also aware that the thwarted Keechak will not give up and return to harm Draupadi, so they hatch a plan to get rid of him once and for all. Bhim is assigned the task of finishing him off.

Bhim has a slight advantage over Keechak as he had already killed Bakasur in their face-off at Ekachakrapura. 

[image: Image]

Ekachakrapura was in the grip of a deadly demon by name Bakasur. The dastardly demon would revel in devouring human flesh. To save the village from the demon’s indiscriminate killings, the villagers entered into an agreement with Bakasur. Each day, one household had to send a cartful of food, two buffalos and a human being as part of his menu and the demon agreed not to disturb the peace of villagers. The Pandavas, disguised as mendicants, were staying in the house of a Brahmin. Once during their stay there, it was the turn of the Brahmin to go to Bakasur. The whole family is crying. Bhim overhears them and takes his place. After a fierce fight, he kills Bakasur and saves the village from the demon. Bhim’s contemporaries, Keechak, Duryodhan, Jarasandh and Bakasur were all born in the same cosmic phase under identical planetary positions. According to a prophecy which is known only to Krishna, the first one to kill one of the other will succeed in killing the remaining three. 
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Eager to get rid of the threat posed by Keechak, the Pandavas put their plan into action the very next day. Draupadi herself goes to him and expresses a desire to meet him in private. 

‘O Brave One. I had the whole night to think about the incident between us yesterday and I have concluded that I made a mistake in rejecting you. A mighty warrior like you who will rule Matsya in the days to come is best suited for me. But I am worried about my Gandharva husbands who can harm you. Let us meet in the dance hall tonight. I will be waiting for you.’ 

Keechak looks at Draupadi and laughs aloud, ‘Beautiful lady. I have defeated many kings who dared to invade Matsya. Neither Gandharvas nor humans can defeat me. Stop worrying about your husbands as I am powerful enough to take care of them. You are destined to be my queen very soon.’  

At the appointed hour, Bhim is waiting for Keechak, Keechak enters the hall and searches for Draupadi. He is in for a surprise, however, as Bhim jumps from behind and wrestles with his opponent. The fight continues for a long time before Bhim gets a stranglehold on Keechak and breaks his neck. 

Meanwhile, Duryodhan’s spies, who are searching for the Pandavas across kingdoms, confirm the presence of the five men working for King Virat in different capacities. Duryodhan asks his ally Susharma, the prince of Trigarta to attack Matsya. Virat had defeated Susharma on earlier occasions and is bracing for a fight. Kank offers to fight alongside Virat and brings along Bhim, Nakul and Sahadev. The three Pandavas are more than a handful and Susharma’s forces are routed. He is taken prisoner but is pardoned and released after Yudhishtir’s intervention. 

Meanwhile, the Kauravas open yet another front and attack Matsya. Virat’s son Uttar, who does not know how to hold a bow properly, still wants a piece of the action. Kank advises Virat to send Brihannala along with Uttar to fight the Kauravas. Though surprised, Virat agrees; Kank, after all, has never steered him wrongly in the year that he has been appointed to the king’s staff. The two atop the chariot drive towards a tree. Arjun asks Uttar to bring his Gandiva and the quiver full of arrows that he had stashed in the bark of a tree at the beginning of the agyatavas. Uttar mistakes the Gandiva for a serpent and backs off. Eventually, he gathers the courage to retrieve the weapons and sits in the charioteer’s seat.

Arjun drives straight into the enemy camp and shoots his arrows with lightning speed. Bhishma, Dronacharya, Kripacharya, Karna, Duryodhan and Ashwathama attack him from all directions. Fresh from the agyatavas, Arjun is in his elements and unstoppable. The Kaurava army is routed. Uttar watches in disbelief as Brihannala, the dance teacher, gets transformed into a fierce warrior, taking the might of the Kauravas in his stride. Finally, Arjun summons the celestial weapon Sammohanastra and directs it towards the Kauravas. The powerful arrow puts the entire Kaurava army to sleep, signalling the end of the fight. 

Meanwhile, Virat is overjoyed as he thinks that his son Uttar defeated the Kuru army. But Uttar tells him the truth that it was Brihannala who was solely responsible for the defeat of Duryodhan’s army. Their agyatavas comes to an end. The next day, the five Pandavas appear before King Virat in their regal finery and introduce themselves as the Pandavas. A contrite Virat apologises for treating them as his servants. The marriage of Princess Uttara and Abhimanyu is finalised as the Pandavas complete their agyatavas. 




Notes



1  Discourses by spiritual leaders or learned scholars



1 Charioteer

2 The names of the horses and the description of the chariot is described in the Ashwamedha Parva.

3 Earth

4 Sky

5 The Netherworld

6 The Khandav forest

7  Lord of the Heavens

8 The tribe of monkeys that Hanuman belonged to was called Vanar.

9  Celestial weapons with destructive power.

10 Immortal

11 A celestial arrow with snake venom





1 It was a tradition in those days to repay the guru through gurudakshina for years of education that he imparted. 

2 Demon

3 Vajrayudha (‘Vajra’ means thunder) was the weapon of Indra. 

4 Magic or the power of illusion.

5 Lord Vishnu’s celestial disc that he frequently wielded in his avatar as Lord Krishna.

6 Demigod

7 The abode of Lord Vishnu

8 A division comprising 2,18,700 warriors






1 Celestial danseuse of Swarglok

2 An orange-coloured piece of cloth

3 Good deeds or virtue of a past birth

4 Salvation

5  The earth and the people who live there.





1 Messenger

2 Mace




1  In ancient times, a girl of a marriageable age chose a husband from a group of suitors.

2 A reference to his adoptive parents, Adhiratha and Radha, who did not belong to the Kshatriya caste; Adhiratha was a charioteer in Hastinapur. 

3 Alms 

4 Pilgrimage

5 Marksman

6  Iravan, the son of Uloopi and Arjun, is killed in the Mahabharata war.

7 A transgender, Shikhandi was King Drupad’s first-born and is responsible for Bhishma’s death; also said to be a reincarnation of Amba, who is reborn to avenge her humiliation at the hands of Bhishma.

8 A gem that was believed to have been gifted to the Nagas by Lord Shiva.





1 Also known as Brahmalok

2 A ritual undertaken by a king to prove imperial sovereignty where he sends his horse free to gallop over lands; when the horse passes through the land of another kingdom unchallenged, it signifies that the king of that kingdom has accepted the sovereignty of the emperor to whom the horse belongs.

3 Rajasuya, known as the imperial or the king’s inaugural sacrifice, was a Vedic ritual. 

4 The eight demigods

5 Those belonging to the lunar dynasty

6 Vow 





1 Armour 

2 Pair of earrings that were typically worn by royal princes

3 The greatest marksman of all time

4 Mother earth.




1 A period in exile where the Pandavas had to don a disguise and roam incognito to avoid detection by the Kauravas.

2 Exile in forest

3  Vow.

4 Vasuki is the serpent found around Shiva’s neck and represents the good. He helped with the Samudra Manthan.





1 Gem

2  The best marksman on the planet; who can wield the bow and arrow like nobody else.

3 A celestial weapon capable of complete annihilation of the world 

4 It loosely translates to mean that the elephant named Ashwathama has been killed.

5 Arjun’s bodyguard

6 Abhimanyu’s wife




1 Maceman

2 Jumping into a bonfire





1 One of the seven sages revered in the Vedas

2 According to the scriptures, there were more than one Kamadhenu, the divine cow, who would give her owner an unending supply of milk, food, etc.




1 Virtuous wife devoted to her husband

2 A divine vessel which supplies food endlessly




1  Rigorous practice

2 According to the Drona Parva, Krishna reveals that he had to let people like Jarasandh, Shishupal and Ekalavya die as they would have fought for the Kauravas and obstructed the establishment of dharma. 





1 They are referred to as Upa Pandavas. 

2 A powerful weapon capable of large-scale destruction

3 According to the Vedas, Srauta rituals are those that are performed by Brahmins praying to the fire, the moon, etc.

4 Time

5 Trance

6 A copper vessel filled with water




1 Ritual offered to the sun god in front of the setting sun

2 Nectar

3 The god of rain

4 Spiritual power 

5 Ritual of snake sacrifice

6 A priest who performs and explains rituals during yagnas; on the other hand, Brahmin encompasses members belonging to the Brahmin caste. 

7 Takshak is evil and scheming and doesn’t have the exalted status of Vasuki.




1 The son of a maid

2 Great warriors

3 Vidura’s teachings on right conduct and statescraft.




1 Conch of Lord Krishna



1 Celestial weapons

2  Heat




1 A Brahmin pretender
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