Introduction

In the first letter to the Corinthians (9: 24-27), Saint
Paul describes an athlete who sacrifices everything
in order to win a race in the arena. His commitment
is total, which is why Paul compares himself to him
in his quest for God. Like the athlete, the disciple
of Christ does not strive just for the sheer fun of it,
but to gain a victory, albeit over himself. For the only
difference, says the Apostle, is that the athlete seeks a
perishable crown whereas the Christian aspires to an
eternal one.

This famous passage in the New Testament shows
that the spiritual life can find exemplars in quite un-
expected places. So it should not be surprising to see
that a theologian such as Rapa Gosvami' attempted

' The spelling Rapa Gosvamin can be found here and there to
describe the same person. The transliteration of Sanskrit words
in the context of a foreign language, whether nouns or common
names, poses some technical problems. Suffice it to say that both
spellings are correct and that what is essential within a work is to
stick to a uniform solution. Having said that, the English practice
of spelling Goswami with a w has the disadvantage of suggesting
that there is one additional letter in the Sanskrit alphabet. In re-
ality, the v of Gosvami is the same as that of the word Veda, for
example, and it does not occur to anyone to write Weda!

XV



to describe the mystical experience by means of a
theory pertaining to the theatre. The point of depar-
ture is that theatre is a sacred art which represents the
world and life in their totality. In the same spirit as
the athlete, who concentrates in himself on the level
of the will all the energy a man is capable of, so too
does the actor, who through the plasticity of his psy-
che, must be capable of embodying all the existential
possibilities of the human condition. In this way he
provides an example for the mystic who must be able
to be penetrated by God in all circumstances, whatev-
er thoughts and feelings he may experience. In other
words, all the emotions and movements of the soul
and spirit which we undergo in our lives, and which
the classical theory of the Indian theatre has identi-
fied, can and should be sublimated in the love of God
in order for us to draw near to Him.

Obviously, Paul could have expanded his athletic
metaphor to several pages and not have limited him-
self to only one paragraph. But he would not have
found such a wealth of material for his exposition as
Ripa did, who, basing himself on a significant tradi-
tion which is extremely well documented, managed to
spin out the theatrical metaphor, if one may say so, for
more than 300 pages. We will see further on the impor-
tance Bharata’s ancient treatise on the theatre played
in shaping Gosvami’s theoretical structure; a treatise
which has formed the cornerstone, moreover, of the en-
tire Indian practise of this art for well over the last two
millennia. Meanwhile, it may not be without interest to
emphasise that the intrusion of an artistic perspective
in an apology for the spiritual life is only possible in
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a civilisation which particularly values aesthetics, de-
fined as the science of beauty in nature and art.

This association between mysticism and aesthetics,
nonetheless, may surprise the western reader. For in
the Christian world there has always been a struggle
to consider beauty a divine attribute as fundamental
in nature as truth or goodness, since this quality is
more often perceived as being a specific attribute of
the created world. In literature, for example, natural
beauty is frequently considered more of a “devilish”
temptation than a sign of God’s beauty, because this
dimension of the Real creates pleasure and for some,
the experience of such an enjoyment is suspect: the
defender of dogma and morality sees in beauty a
priori an element of seduction, in the etymological
sense of something that “leads away” from the
essential, an assumption which is by no means always
wrong. But disdain for the world, contemptio mund;,
which is found throughout the ages in Christian
mysticism, has undeniably deprived certain souls
of a joyful serenity in the contemplation of the
natural beauty of creation. And this bias does not
seem altogether foreign to the desecration of art
which has characterised Europe from the time of the
Renaissance onwards as well as the gradual loss of
the initiatic dimension of the crafts®.

? By rejecting the cult of images and banishing (amongst other
things) secular music, Calvinism gives a good example of this type
of prejudice with regard to art. But such an attitude also marked
the Catholic world, as we shall see later. Coomaraswamy notes on
this subject ... that the fear of art which prevails among Puritans
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Such an attitude is far from being the case in all
civilisations. Whether it be in Islam, where one readily
hears repeated the words of the Prophet affirming that
“Godisbeautifuland Heloves beauty,” orin Shintoism,
where contemplation of the beauty of nature plays such
an important role, there is no shortage of examples
of traditions that have preserved a homogenous and
essentially sacred artistic inspiration. This is the case
in India in general, and particularly Bengal, which
was during the 16th century the cradle of Krishnaism.
Thus as André Padoux has remarked, all the Indian
rhetoricians following Abhinavagupta (10th—1th
century) described aesthetes as “men having hearts”
(sahrdaya). The French Indologist qualifies this by
saying: “They have hearts in the sense that they are
capable of feeling beauty within themselves, by letting
the forms be reflected in themselves—in their very
centre, in their hearts—as in a pure mirror. The Indian
aesthetic experience is therefore close to the mystical
experience: the deeply felt experience of beauty leads
to a contemplative state which is hardly different from
that of the mystic’s, plunged as he is in God. It is often
also described in the same way by the word camatkara,
which means wonder, or ecstatic surprise” (1999: 226).

Padoux is certainly not the only one to make this
subtle connection between the aesthetic and mystical

arises partly from their failure to recognise that aesthetic experi-
ence does not depend on pleasure or pain at all; and when this is
not the immediate difficulty, then from distrust of any experience
which is ‘beyond good and evil’, and so devoid of a definite ‘mor-

al’ purpose” (1985: 33).
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experience. In a chapter dedicated to the theory of
beauty in India, Coomaraswamy says: “Religion and
art are thus names for one and the same experience—
an intuition of Reality and of Identity” (1985:35/36).
And again, though in a completely different context,
Gustave Thibon, a philosopher from Ardeche,
testifies to this convergence when he writes “why do
we say concerning someone’s moral action or heroic
sacrifice—the very summits of goodness—‘that was a
beautiful thing to do’ and not ‘that was a good thing
he did’? At a certain level, the language of morality
becomes spontaneously one with the aesthetic. To give
charity to a passing beggar is good; but to sacrifice
oneself in the service of lepers as father Damien did is
truly beautiful and even sublime...” (1942: 52).

Reading this it could be legitimately asked
where the border lies between a good action and a
beautiful one. The difference is that with a beautiful
deed the self is not happy simply with having a good
conscience; it transcends or surpasses itself. It could
also be said that it utterly forgets itself. For that is
the touchstone: it is in a movement beyond the limits
of the ego that the soul realises itself and forgets its
prison to melt in the supreme Identity. Now, like all
mystical experience, the aesthetic experience is, in
principle, an ecstasy, a losing of oneself.

It is likely that the tension which persists between
the aesthetic emotions and religious sentiments in the
West is due to the rupture caused by the emergence
of a religion of Semitic origin into a world formed of
Indo-European values. In any case it is well-known
that numerous commentators and apologists of
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Christianity held strong scruples about having loved
in their youth or of never having ceased to love, in the
case of a conversion, the classics. Can one continue
to revere Homer and Virgil, those bards of an ancient
pantheon with its scent of heresy, when one is a
disciple of Christ? Taking an argument that Origen
employs to justify his use of certain of his pagan
enemies’ arguments, Saint Jerome mentions more
than once, concerning this matter of conscience, the
biblical story of the beautiful captive (Deuteronomy, 21,
10-14; ¢f- De Lubac I, 290). The Israelite who amongst
his prisoners of war, finds a girl who pleases him,
can marry her. But first she must submit to certain
purification rites which mainly consist, after a period
of waiting for an entire month, of having her whole
head shaved and her nails cut. Jerome takes this girl
to be a metaphor for the profane literature which he
is in love with, so to speak, and which he continues,
despite his doctrinal severity, to cherish and use owing
to its aesthetic resources and its rhetorical power.
Assuredly such a dilemma is inconceivable in
India where the sanatana dharma, the perennial
law, guarantees a sacred continuity, unknown in the
history of the Occident. Rapa Gosvami therefore
never has to defend himself from possible accusations
which might be made concerning his love of classical
works. The literature on which he was nourished
is essentially Puranic,3 and at the heart of it, the

3 The Purana (Ancient Treatises) form a corpus of extreme-
ly important texts in the genesis of Hinduism, which tradition
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Bhagavata-purana, which Caitanya particularly vene-
rated, plays so central a role that some have said that
all Rapa’s work is in reality a commentary on this text.
It is therefore not from a corpus thematically foreign
to his concerns that, unlike Saint Jerome, Rapa draws
his literary examples to support his arguments. For
his own tradition gives him in this respect far more
than he could ever desire. And this is the result:
whatever India, free from any hint of profane
contamination, has lost in the creative tension of the
development of its thought, it has made up for in an
absolute confidence in the supernatural inspiration of
the great texts of its literary tradition. Such is, partly
at least, the source of its unshakeable serenity.

In the chapters which follow we will therefore
be proceeding in concentric circles. After having
briefly recalled the origins of the cult of Krsna, we
will introduce Caitanya, the great Bengali reformer,
who was Rapa Gosvami’s master and the initiator
of Krishnaite doctrine. We will then present the
latter before coming to his central work, which is
the Bhaktirasamrtasindhu, and after describing and
analysing its main thesis, we will join Ripa on the
mystical stage of the great Krishnaite theatre.

I

attributes globally to the famous Vyasa (the Diffuser), the desig-
nated author of the Mahabharata. This is evidently a conventional
attribution, since they are generally roughly dated from the 4th to
the 10th century AD, thus a period, in any case, much later than
the writing of the Mahabharata.
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I

The Fertile Ground of Krishnaism

1. The Cult of Krsna

Krsna, as we know him today, appears for the first
time in the Mahdbhdrata. This is an immense epic text,
composed in a brahmanic setting at a time difficult
to date exactly, but quite likely during the reign
of the emperor Asoka (3rd century BC), or a little
thereafter.' Basically, it tells the story of a mythical
war which took place at Kuruksetra, east of modern
Delhi, between the Pandava clan (who in the end are
supported by Krsna) and the Kaurava.

'The majority of the characters in this epic represent,
in a totally new mythological context, the great gods
of the Vedic era whose children or incarnations they
are in one way or another. Yet, unlike the other heroes
of the Mahabhdrata who can lay claim to a strictly
Vedic genealogy, Krsna is marked out by two distinct
qualities. Firstly his person combines a number of

' We have dealt with this subject in The Great War of the Dark
Age (2019: 19ff.), aligning our views on this dating broadly with
those of Madeleine Biardeau, who sees in the writing of the epic a
reaction to Buddhism.



features which are not at all Aryan, beginning with
the dark colour of his skin that is highlighted by his
very name—the adjective krsna meaning black or
dark blue. Thus orientalists agree in considering this
epic hero the heir to a divinity of indigenous origins,
perhaps adivasi,® who was integrated into the overall
Indo-European framework of the epic by its author
or authors. This point of view has the advantage of
more easily explaining certain archaic features in the
popular cult of Krsna and indeed many episodes
in his life undoubtedly bear the hallmark of tribal
legends from pre-Aryan India.

The other unusual quality of Krsna’s is that he
appears as a manifestation of a god who plays only
a relatively minor role in the Veda, that is Visnu, the
friend and lieutenant of the great god Indra. But
in the epic, Visnu is suddenly elevated to the rank
of supreme deity. An original theology, completely
distinct from the one which prevailed at the time of
the Veda, develops from this point on. During the
famous episode of the Bhagavad-gita, which is a short
philosophical dialogue inserted into the immense
framework of the Mahabharata, Krsna addresses his
cousin Arjuna. He reveals his true, divine identity to
him and lays the foundations of a new religion, that
of bhakti, or devotion.

As such this new way (yoga or marga, to use the

? The adivasi are the indigenous people of India, present on
the subcontinent before any invasion or migration, especially Ary-
an. They now represent about 8% of the country’s population and
are not Hindus.



terminology of the Bhagavad-gita) replaces or relegates
to second place the previously predominant ways of
sacrifice (karma-yoga) and knowledge (jfiana-yoga).
It involves in essence a cult of adoration, offered to
Krsna as an avatar, or descent (avatara) of the god
Visnu on earth. The devotee, the bhakta, is called on
to recognise in this descent brahman, the Absolute, or
Supreme Reality. What is more, in his everyday life,
he is invited to conform to the inward discipline of the
warrior, whose model par excellence for him is Arjuna,
Krsna’s alter ego. Faithful to his personal duty, to his
sva-dharma, he must not renounce action, but only
its fruits. This detachment leads to a kind of attitude
similar to the indifference to death cultivated by the
soldier on the battlefield. It is thus the corollary of a
total devotion to the incarnate divinity, who becomes
for the bhakta both refuge and principle. Now as we
have shown elsewhere (2017: 106), both the words
refuge and principle translate the same Sanskrit word
parayana, depending on whether used in a devotional
or sapiential context.

This spiritual movement springing from the cult
of Visnu/Krsna would flourish in the whole of India
and constitute what came to be commonly known as
Vaishnavism, Krishnaism properly so called being
only a secondary branch, an offspring resulting
from the teachings of the Bengali Caitanya (15th
century). This religious way is of central importance
to the topic of this book and will be amply discussed
further on. But before this particular development,
other texts besides the Mahabharata were to enrich
the mythology of Krsna, the most important amongst



them being the Harivamsa, the Bhagavata-purana and
the Visnu-purana, all much later than the epic which
served as their basis. The Hariwamsa tells the story of
Krsna’s childhood and constitutes a sort of addendum
to the Mahabharata. As for the Bhagavata-purana and
the Visnu-purana, they revisit numerous elements of
the complete deeds of the avatar in enriching them
mythologically with complementary episodes and
didactically with new exegetical digressions.

We thus see that the current of bhakti, which has
run through the history of India for more than two
millennia, is not just a fixed religion established once
and for all.3 The chronological distance between the
Mahabharata which marks the point of departure for
the cult of Krsna and the Bhdgavata-purana, dated
from the gth or 10th century AD, signifies a difference
of more than a millennium, which necessarily implies
a long maturation. Now this slow ripening would
notably lead to a progressive refinement of the
doctrine of the avatara of Visnu. Different spiritual
masters such as the twelve Alvar of Tamil Nadu
(7th—gth centuries) or again the sage Ramanuja
(12th century), or the poet-saint Jayadeva (also 12th
century), played a not inconsiderable part in the
evolution of this devotional tradition to bring it to
the stage it had reached at the time of Caitanya in

3 Bhakti was born, in a way, along with the Bhagavad-gita, and it
is therefore natural that it would find its purest expression within
the framework of Vaishnavism. But its influence extends well be-
yond its original home and has deeply penetrated the Saivaite and
Sakti (or Tantric) sects.



Bengal. The mention of Jayadeva is important here,
not only because he was a Bengali as well, but also
because it was he who, in his famous poem, Gita-
Govinda, The Love Songs of Radha and Krishna, was
the first to mention the character of Radha, Krsna’s
most cherished lover, who was to play a major role in
the Krishnaite world. But it is now time to introduce
Ripa Gosvami’s master, the saint Caitanya, who was
the direct instigator of the teachings which we will be
discussing in detail.

2. Caitanya

Visvambhara Misra, who would not receive his
initiatic name Caitanya until his formal renunciation
of the world, was born at the beginning of the year
1486, at Navadvipa, a town situated on an island in the
Ganges and a traditional cultural centre close to the
future city of Calcutta.+ He was the tenth child born
to a Brahmin family that had had the great misfortune
to lose eight daughters at a young age. Visvambhara
thus only knew his older brother, Vi§vartupa, who early
on embraced the life of a wandering ascetic. At this
time Bengal was ruled by Muslims. The country was
prosperous under the leadership first of king Husain
Shah (reigned 1493 to 1519) and then of his son Nusrat

4 The traditional biography of Caitanya is the Sri-Caitanya-
caritamrta, written in Sanskrit by Murari Gupta just after the
saint’s death, in about 1536. The essence of what follows in this
chapter is based on Sailley (1986: 69—116).



