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Adrian Navigante
Director FIND Research and Intellectual Dialogue

PHYSIS AND ANTIPHYSIS:
RECONSIDERING
RELATIONS BETWEEN
HUMANS AND NON-
HUMANS

This text was composed as an introductory
talk to the FIND Forum Transcultural
Encounters 2019, in which the conceptual
opposition physis and antiphysis was
discussed from a transcultural point of view. It
is now published with minor changes in order
to emphasize FIND's commitment to urgent
and fundamental questions concerning
ecology, but going way beyond the usual
instrumentalist approach and tackling
important philosophical, religious and spiritual
problems behind it that point to a change of
paradigm in today’'s humanity.

All photos belonging to this article are taken by the author.



EPIGRAPH: A VOICE FROM ELSEWHERE (WITHIN)

Mes dessins donc reproduisent [...] ces mondes de prodiges [...] / ou la Voie / est faite

et ce qu'on / appelait le Grand (Euvre [...] / car nous ne / sommes plus dans

la chimie /mais dans la / nature / et je crois bien / que la / nature / va parler

(Thus my drawings reproduce these worlds of wonders / where the Path / is traced

as well as / what is called the Great Work / since we are no / longer in

the field of chemistry / but in / nature / and I really believe / that nature / will speak)

Antonin Artaud, 31 January 1948

With these verses, I would like to open a
possible perspective that is incommensurable
to its context (meaning that, at the same time,
it exists potentially in the context that rejects
it). After an unparalleled catastrophe (World
War II) and in a pathetic state (after three years
at the psychiatric clinic of Rodez), Antonin
Artaud proclaims — with his “magic draw-
ings” — a reversal of things: chemistry, having
condemned as superstition any spiritual tech-
nique concerning matter, known as “alchemy?”,
can preserve its power position only if the
world adapts itself to a “unique” perspective
in which the elements are detached from their
source (Nature). But Artaud tells us that, in
reality, the world cannot be reduced to such a
decoding method. There is a path already traced,
a path that re-traces the steps and reshapes
time against chronology to re-enact the powers
and latent forces from the abyss to which they
were confined. “I really believe that nature will
speak.” Artaud anticipates a crisis, the crisis of
the blindness of the West, which has become
flagrant today, though not in the sense that
retrograde traditionalists believe. We could ask
ourselves what his destiny would have been
if he hadn’t been treated by Gaston Ferdiere
(with his psychiatric reduction of energy to the
brain, epitomized by electroshock), but by Tobie
Nathan (with his ethno-psychiatric amplifica-

tion fed upon a profoundly artistic bent). In any
case, this question does not concern the destiny
of a single individual, but rather that of life
on this planet as a Life source, a planet whose
mythological name (Gaia) was paradoxically
rescued by an English chemist, James Lovelock,
and associated with the proliferation of new
forms of religiosity. Religiosity and religion.
The usage I make of the term relates to a global
crisis, since with the new-age phenomenon,
religion has become deranged. I would there-
fore venture a provisional definition partially
linked to a controversial etymology: I would
like to consider religion a system of techniques
(both in the sense of “individual techniques”
and “collective techniques”) to reconnect with
a source of Life going beyond human individ-
uality — which presupposes that the individual
has severed himself from that source.

Physis and Anti-Physis: the Dispositive

Allow me to trace a figure of thought that will
at the same time introduce the story of the
impasse of the European-Christian West and
its reverse side, since it is at this point of inex-
pressible fluctuation between the two that the
transcultural exercise of FIND seeks dialogical
accomplishment. I begin with Martin Heide-
gger, whose obsession was to recapture the



original Greek modality of thinking prior
to Plato’s metaphysical closure. To simplify
matters: the metaphysical closure is a radical
division between the sensible (i.e. the domain
of world immanence) and the supersensible
(i.e. the domain of transcendence with regard
to the limitations of the material world). This
division can already be seen in the term “meta-
physics”, since the Greek phrase ta meta ta
physikd presupposes that “physical things”, that
is, things related to nature, are limited and do
not enable us to realise the truth of our being.
According to Heidegger, one must restitute the
original meaning of the word physis, which
concerns being in its totality, that is, encom-
passing all events that make up what is called
“cosmic dynamics”!. Heidegger does not ignore
the etymology of the term, related to the notion
of “growth” and “expansion”. Physis is there-
fore an expansive and perpetual modification
of an originary power (arché) that knows no
exteriority. In the expression “metaphysics”,
there is a displacement and a transformation
of the idea of physis: it is fixed and reduced to
“physical things” (ta physikd), the limit of which
also implies an exteriority — where the power
of origin is transferred. For this reason, Heide-
gger’s critique of metaphysical thought is at
the same time a critique of epistemic thinking
(unable to think of being without objectifying
it) and a clear shift of focus away from a reli-
gion based on the idea of a transcendent God
who cannot be confused with His creation.

But Heidegger does not only try to think
differently about (pure) being; he criticizes
a whole civilisation project, since the effects

of the Platonic division between the sensible
and the intelligible (or supersensible) play
a decisive role in the history of the Christian
religion and have essentially contributed to
the configuration of Western thought. Physis,
reduced to the domain of limited, imperfect
and perishable things, was placed on the side
of Evil by the religious thought of the Middle
Ages. In modern thought, the situation has not
improved much. In his Critique of Pure Reason
(1781), Kant reduces nature to a set of objects
the intelligibility of which depends on sensible
intuition, framed in its turn by the coordinates
of space and time ? . Even when Kant shows
a certain sensitivity towards the beauty of
nature, for example in his Critique of Judgement
(1790), he says that the products of nature are
not opus but only effectus, that is, not creative
work but only mechanical effect®. The real
catastrophe comes with Hegel. In his Lectures
on the Philosophy of History (1837), he places
“nature” and “Spirit” in opposition. In the light
of this opposition, the whole transformational
dynamics of nature appears as nothing but a
blind mechanics of repetition — his sentence
ends with the Biblical phrase “nothing new
under the sun” *-, whereas he declares that the
essence of the Spirit is freedom. Hegel re-enacts
herewith the Kantian opposition between the
sphere of instincts (Natur) and the domain of
reason (Vernunft) and at the same time couples
human reason with divine providence. Religion
has nothing to do with nature, but with culture,
that is, with the development of the Spirit. With
such reflections, Hegel resumes the monothe-
istic motif summarised in the Latin phrase
homo imago Dei and turns a philosophical truth

Physis, reduced to the domain of limited, imperfect
and perishable things, was placed on the side of evil in
the Christian Middle Age.
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on universal history into the anthropocentric
dimension of biblical heritage: humans are the
centre of creation with nature at their disposal.

The development of this figure of thought leads
me to consider the term anti-physis. Although
this term has already been used by Francois
Rabelais with the meaning of something antag-
onistic to nature, I prefer to emphasize the
modern meaning of the term, which blossomed
in the avant-gardist arts of the XX century
and in modern theories to indicate culture in
radical opposition to nature. In this sense, anti-
physis points to the domain of subjectivity, that
is, to the constructions and creations of the
Spirit whose aim is its indefinite expansion (as
in Marxism, where physis means the domain
of necessity as opposed to anti-physis as the
reign of freedom). But the purpose of this brief
reconstruction of the oblivion or repression of
physis is to show that the cultural roots of anti-
physis are in fact prior to the modern age, that
they may perhaps be traced back to the ancient

The Garden of Gethsemane in Jerusalem, a
place of symbolic condensation of the divine
from fertility powers (vallis pinguendinum)

to the radical transcendent god of ancient
Israel and its subsequent incarnation in
human agency.

separation between the sensible and the super-
sensible’.

Physis, Antiphysis, Religion: some
paradoxes

There can be no meta-physics without a reduc-
tion of the domain of nature (physis as an
expansive, ordered and totalising dynamics)
to something limited that needs an external
source to be completed and well-grounded.
In the context of monotheism, this source is
God, the one and only Creator of the universe
(which makes nature a mere ens creatum, that
is, it deprives it of all its intrinsic forces). In
secular modern thought, human beings are the
depositary of the order of the Spirit (or culture),
as opposed to the material (objectifiable and
quantifiable) reality of nature. We could say that
the transcendence of the divine Spirit is intro-
jected into human beings, with the result that
the latter become the masters of living beings.



This becomes quite evident in the context of
liberalism (in the XVIII and XIX centuries),
where the order to culture becomes absolute
and turns into a “second nature” - that is, a
new source for human beings, but in this case
(as many thinkers have pointed out, from Max
Weber to Karl Marx), rather a source of aliena-
tion. This historical moment is also character-
ized by the rise of secular religions and colo-
nial expansion — which, interestingly enough,
replace the imposition of monotheistic truth
on local religions outside European territory
by the imposition of the only form of valid
civilisation upon the “barbarity of strangers”.

In his book Nous n’avons jamais été modernes
(1991), French sociologist Bruno Latour says
that modernity was simultaneously the birth
and the death of humans, because with the
consolidation of European humanism, non-hu-
manity was also born®. Nature, a domain of
living beings (with magic, mystery, spirits

The examples given by Latour are quite clear:
“natural facts” as exclusivist truth criterion
(naturalisation, cf. Jean-Pierre Changeaux and
his “neuronal man”), “power” as an all-encom-
passing hermeneutical device (sociologisation,
cf. Pierre Bourdieu and his “social absolute”),
and “discourse” as the constitutive instance of
the real (deconstruction, cf. Jacques Derrida
and his “archi-textuality”)’. The dispositive
of conquest employed by modernity is total-
ising but also fragmentary, since one single
discourse cannot re-unite the three domains of
the tripartite structure. Latour’s central point
is that this problem is not epistemological but
ideological. It suffices to analyse a product of
colonialism that became its radical opposite:
ethnology. It is by this science that the crisis of
modernity is triggered.

The first paradox is that ethnology could do
what modernity forbade, but with other civi-
lisations. It produced a scholarly discourse in

One of the main aspects of Daniélou’s view on Shiva
and Dionysos is his insistence that Nature is not only a
guantifiable set of objects (trees, plants, animals, etc.),

but a mystery-field full of divine forces.

and gods), was transformed into an inventory
of “things”, and God was crossed out of the
game. What did the modern project consist
of? According to Latour, a double operation
characterises modernity: on the one hand
a tripartite structure of critical knowledge:
naturalisation, socialisation and deconstruc-
tion; on the other hand, a basic dichotomy:
the human as the subjective domain — or the
domain of “beings” — and the non-human as
the domain of the objective — or the domain
of “things”. Now, this division of knowledge
into three paradigmatic categories prevents
us from having any integral access to the real.

which myths, genealogies, politics, religion, etc.
are closely related to each other. In “archaic”
or “primitive” cultures, these elements are at
the same time real, social and narrated®. But
precisely because of that, ethnological descrip-
tions of our own culture were not possible
until the end of the XX century. In Western
modernity, a myth is not a scientific treatise,
and scholarly knowledge has nothing to do
with liturgy or with initiation rites. Modern
anti-physis could break into the mythic domain
of the archaic physis, but nothing coming from
that order could possibly contaminate the
purity of objective knowledge deployed by



this totalising dispositive of power.

The second paradox is that a second type of
ethnology emerged from the first, and this
second type of ethnology ended up questioning
the foundations of power of anti-physis. In
a lecture held in Montreuil in 2007, French
anthropologist Philippe Descola summarized
the ideological character of the universalist
project in Western modernity as follows: “Our
[modern] world-vision made science possible,
but we should understand that it is not the
product of scientific activity, but a specific way
of classifying and distributing the multiplicity
of beings in the world born at a certain point
in history and enabling scientific research to
develop™. This is a clear example of an ethnol-
ogist questioning the ideological character
related to the roots of scientific practice without
abolishing its local effects. While it is true that
the Europeans of former centuries merged
the desire of knowledge (ethnology) with the
desire of subduing (colonialism), the present
challenge would be to work on a progressive
divorce — with full awareness that a divorce is
a Crisis.

Some events — and even dates — are in this
sense very telling. 1989, for example, which
Burno Latour calls “the miraculous year”,
seems to condense the problematic. What are
the events? Capitalism triumphed on a global
level with the fall of the Berlin wall. This
victory implied the globalisation of the liber-
al-economic project (including the religion of
the market and the merchandising of religion:
from then on, religion would be fully coupled
with anti-physis). But 1989 is also the year of
the first conferences on the global condition of
the planet, the year in which the first ecological
reports took place warning against a possible
extinction of nature as a “limited resource”,
confronted with the unlimitedly predatory
will of humans. In the same period, French
anthropologist Philippe Descola was working

on a book that would revolutionise the field
of ethnology: Les lances du crepuscule. Sur les
Jivarons de Uhaute Amazonie. In this work,
Descola speaks of the animistic cosmovision
of the Achuars (whom the colonisers pejora-
tively called “Jivaros”, that is, “barbarians”) in
a way very different from the anthropology
of the XIX century, and this becomes a crucial
point in his later work. In fact, the animistic
world-view is no unsubstantiated belief to be
corrected through science, as postulated by
anthropological reductionism. It reveals to us
(if we dare perform an exercise in self-critique)
the reverse-side of our own modality of rela-
tionship with other (human and non-human)
beings in the world. The conviction of modern
man is that only humans have interiority,
spirit, and culture, and that they are faced with
a “natural world” devoid of those qualities'..
The animistic world-view shows another way
of interacting with humans and non-humans,
an open-ended field of multiple relationships
where no form of intellectual reductionism
(from metaphysics to science) has the upper
hand. It shows us that the so-called “primitives”
are not the children of history, but an alterity
demonstrating our own provincialism.

The Challenge of Connexions

Descola’s work opens some central questions
concerning other traditions and especially our
way of understanding them. Although there
is some truth in the sentence “the pretention
of universality is always a justification of
conquest”?, it is necessary to rethink “objective
knowledge” as well as its exteriority, since the
coupling of knowledge and power is inevitable,
but mainly because there are entire worlds
outside the domain of objective knowledge.
Modern Western culture has chosen to ignore
such worlds, but it has recently become clear
that they are part of the same (global) context,
that is, that we are in some way or another
confronted by them. With regard to religion, it
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is widely known that monotheism merged an
exclusivist truth criterion with a politics of pros-
elytism, and that the exercise of it (especially in
the universalistic variants of monotheistic reli-
gion: Christianity and Islam) took many lives
(not only on the human level). Now, the fact
that the condition of this truth is a radical sepa-
ration from Nature is not something we should
overlook. We also know that certain “alter-
native” (usually self-proclaimed “esoteric” or
“traditionalist”) movements turned the equa-
tion upside down and sought in an imaginary
East (or an unlocalised Gnosis) the solution
to the problem of Western civilisation. Such
movements reproduce the universalist illusion
reversed: they choose to ignore the complexity
of the problem rather than working towards
an integration of different types of knowledge
and experiences — a very difficult challenge
demanding intellectual rigor, openness of
mind and a true interdisciplinary bent. Such
integration seems to me very difficult but not

Banyan tree (Baba Kinaram Asram, Benares),
a divine tree in Hindu mythology expressing
the ever-lasting power of Nature, known as
Kalpavrksa — the world tree emerging from the
primal waters.

impossible, since the globalised world implies,
among other things'®, a drastic reduction of
incommensurabilities.

I shall give two examples to illustrate my point.
The first one concerns India, a culture that
sheds further light on the problem that I have
just attempted to expound. In my opinion, we
can observe in India a (Neo-)Vedantic closure
with similar characteristics to Platonism in the
West. This closure was not so serious within
the Indian tradition (even if the philosophical
effects of Sankara eclipsed to a certain extent
the richness of the Brahmanic tradition’s), but
the exporting of Vedanta to the West (which
Alain Daniélou never ceased to criticise) took on
the dimensions of a reverse colonialism, with
regrettable consequences not only in the West
but also in India. What I call “Vedantic closure”
does not mainly concern the reduction of the
pluridimensionality of Brahmanism to the
orthodox system of Vedanta as it consolidated
itself in the VIII century CE, but rather a later



configuration of anti-physis in terms of a reli-
gious and cultural influence (stemming from
India) in a foreign context (Europe at the end
of the XIX and the beginning of the XX century).
In any case, there is a philosophical key to
the problem which should be borne in mind:
the subtractive re-interpretation of brahman
(known as Vedantic acosmism)®*. Many
instances of Sankara’s transformation of early
Upanisadic thought can be recalled. I shall limit
myself to a decisive one: his commentary on a
very well-known passage of the Brhdaranyaka
Upanisad (5.1.1.) dealing with the ontological
fullness of Brahman. The passage reads: “That
is full, this is full. From fullness stems fullness.
Having taken fullness from the fullness, merely
the same fullness remains [piinamadah parnam-
idam purnat purnam udacyate / purnasya purnam
adaya purnam evavasisyate]”. The contrast of
the pronouns adas (that) and idam (this) indi-
cates the difference between the non-qualified
and the qualified Brahman, but the predicate
purnam connects both terms and makes clear
an inclusive conception of transcendence. In
fact, the different declensions of the term piirna
(nominative, ablative, genitive and accusa-
tive) express the all-encompassing nature of
Brahman, the qualified version of which does
not appear severed from the plenitude of the
unqualified. In other words, Brahman is the
whole of the cosmic order and at the same time
the non-manifested core of manifestation. It is
interesting to see how Sankara turns the affirm-
ative relationship between ontological surplus
and all-encompassing cosmicity into a dissev-
ered core beyond manifestation. A passage of
his Brhdaranyaka-Upanisad-Bhasya (5.1.) is in
this respect quite instructive: “It is impossible
to ascribe eternity to something having parts
and subjected to action [savayavasya nekat-
makasya kriyavato nityatvanupapatteh]”. Here
Sankara takes a decisive step towards acos-
mism: the ontologically real is (dis-)placed
outside Nature, outside the cosmos, outside

the totality and multiplicity of manifested
reality — the latter being reduced to the sphere
of mere relativity: namartipa. If we analyse the
soteriological implications of this movement, it
becomes clear that it leads humans to a radical
separation from the rest of living beings, which
was not the case in the thought of the early
Upanisads — where the ritual dimension of the
Vedic past still played a decisive role.

In my view, the effects of this closure became
dramatic in the Western reception of Shanka-
ra’s ideas and their ideological reimporting by
India, since the complexity of the Brahmanic
dispositive was no longer taken into account
as a result of it. Needless to say, this simplifica-
tion extended itself beyond the scope of Brah-
manic tradition, for example, in the hostility of
a “universalised” Advaita Vedanta towards the
growing interest in Tantric traditions.

The second example concerns the vicissitudes of
religious experience. Since the rise of Western
modernity, religiosity has left institutions and
concentrated itself on individuals and small
groups, but in the face of the crisis that I have
tried to sketch, it has broken out once again
with unthought-of power. I said earlier that
religion has become deranged. What I meant
by that is that there is no traditional framework
to channel this expression. The logical conse-
quence is a proliferation of rootless fragmen-
tary movements. We should not be surprised
by the fact that, in such a context, there is — for
different reasons — a very strong attraction to
Shamanism. First of all Shamanism proposes
a revival of the imagination far beyond the
modern scientific opposition of the “real” and
the “imaginary” with a supplementary expan-
sion of perception. Secondly, the cultural aspect
of Shamanism presents, among other things, a
collective organisation in which certain tech-
niques to communicate with the (invisible)
powers of Nature are socially cohesive and
relevant. Thirdly (and most important): in our
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The Labyrinth at Zagarolo, the Etruscan enclave where Alain Daniélou tried to
rescue the perception of the sacred in Nature.

times Shamans have abandoned their forests
(in view of ominous ecological catastrophes)
and tried to bring a local message to a global
context. Are they adding another piece to the
confusing puzzle of modern esoteric trends?
Perhaps they are, nolens volens, because of the
very logic of post-modern appropriation — and
transformation — of traditional knowledge.
However, there is a difference even between
Neo-shamanism and former esoteric move-
ments (like new Gnosticism, Theosophy, Anthro-
posophy and Rosecrucianism). The latter are
fed by the idea of radical transcendence — an
idea inevitably fed in turn by the metaphysical
closure I have tried to expound throughout this
essay. As opposed to them, Shamanism — at its
roots —is based on a connexion and interaction
with Nature that has become a desideratum for
the human race in this century. This can be
taken quite superficially as abstract roman-
ticism or an alternative gesture remindful of
the hippie movement of the 1960s, but it can
also be taken seriously in view of the specific
challenges awaiting us. The study of a different

world-view and life-attitude, when not merely
an intellectual exercise of the academician,
shakes the dusty straitjacket of our prejudices
and assumptions about reality and the world.
One of the most important aspects of Alain
Daniélou’s work and heritage is his effort to
understand the world beyond our own condi-
tioned framework of beliefs and convictions,
since they are always related to the culture
in which we were born and can be enriched
through an integration of “the other”. The main
challenge today is to de-objectify Nature and
give it back its mystery and subjective richness
instead of continuing to pursue a double wrong
track: the cold (and blind) scientific vivisection
and technical manipulation of “resources” on
the one hand, and the long-standing metaphys-
ical subjugation of chthonic forces in the name
of some being, reality or principle giving us the
right to impose ourselves on living non-human
agents — as if we were directly and ultimately
endowed with the power of a monotheistic
god. °
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! Cf. Martin Heidegger, Gesamtausgabe, Band 28:
Der deutsche Idealismus [1929], Frankfurt 1997,
pp. 23-27.

2 Cf. Immanuel Kant, Kritik der reinen Vernunft, §§
1-8, in: Werke in sechs Bénden, Band II: Kritik der
reinen Vernunft, Darmstadt 1998, pp. 69-96.

3 Immanuel Kant, Kritik der Urteilskraft, § 43,
in: Werke in sechs Bdnden, Band V: Kritik der
Urteilskraft und Schriften zur Naturphilosophie, p.
405.

4 Georg Wilhelm Friederich Hegel, Werke 12:
Vorlesung tiber die Philosophie der Geschichte,
Frankfurt 1986, p. 74

> This dichotomy had terrible consequences also
if we consider its reverse side. Aristotle’s reaction
against Plato, for example, was one of the main
sources of repression of the creative role of
imagination by means of the opposition between
the real and the imaginary, a consideration that
has cut across the whole of Western mainstream
philosophy — with very few exceptions — up to
Jean-Paul Sartre and his theory of imagination

as an organ creating unrealities. It is thanks to
ethnology and the study of Shamanic cultures that
a new consideration of this problem arose. Cf. the
exemplary work of Charles Stépanoff, Voyager dans
linvisible: techniques chamaniques de l'imagination,
Paris 2019.

¢ Bruno Latour, Nous n‘avons jamais été modernes,
Paris 1997, p. 23.

7 Bruno Latour, Ibidem, pp. 12-13.
8 Bruno Latour, Ibidem, p. 15.

° Philippe Descola, Diversité des natures, diversité
des cultures, Montrouge 2010, p. 69.

10 Cf. Bruno Latour, Nous n’avons jamais été
modernes, pp. 17-18.

11 Cf. Philippe Descola, La compositions des mondes.
Entretiens avec Pierre Charbonnier, Paris 2014, pp.
206-207.

12 Tobie Nathan, Lucien Hounkpatin, cf. La parole
de la forét initiale, Paris 1996, p. 11

13 Philippe Descola already pointed to the
mistake of homologating globalization with
“westernization” (in the worst sense of the term):
“If people like the Achuar or other Amazonian
Amerindians begin to interact more fluently with
national Ecuadorian society, they won’t become
automatically McDonald consumerists” (Philippe
Descola, Diversité de natures, diversité de cultures,

12

p- 72). Even if one cannot deny the potential
danger of a neutralization of traditional local
knowledge in the hands of the disintegrating
tendency of a “global economy?”, it is also a fact
that the interaction of cultures today has been
deeply transformed, and that such transformation
also enables further attempts in the opposite
direction than that of indiscriminate mixture and
disintegration.

1 A richness consisting in the combination

(and tension) between ritual and knowledge,
something that extends itself from the Brahmana
literature (especially the Satapatha Brahmana,
around 800 BCE) over the principal Upanisads up
to the Brahmasutra literature (at the beginning
of the common era). Sankaracarya’s systematic
radicalization of the soteriological core in the
brahma-vidya device could be read as a remarkable
transformational but also reductionist machinery
encompassing the whole field of the problematic,
since he wrote commentaries to Brhdaranyaka,
Chandogya and Taittirtya Upanisads as well as

to Brahmasititra (it should not escape us that the
Brhdaranyaka Upanisad is the final section of
Satapatha Brahmana).

15 One example of many: “In our days, both

in India and in the West, the accent laid on a
westernized Vedanta to the detriment of more
concrete forms of thought than what is found in
modern approaches seems incomprehensible
to the traditional pundits of India, who are used
to strenuous disciplines related to the different
darsanas (Alain Daniélou, Shivaisme et tradition
primordiale, Paris 2006, p. 59, this paragraph is
lacking in the English translation, which I quote
subsequently).

16 Alain Daniélou’s critique of Vedanta is without
any doubt related to this point. He even qualifies
Sankara’s systematization as a dogmatic trend,
“which, in seeking to synthetize, destroyed a
complex system of investigations into the nature
of the world and the divine” (Alain Daniélou, Shiva
and the Primordial Tradition, Rochester/Vermont
2007, p. 18).
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A PERSPECTIVIST
APPROACH TO THE
INDIGENOUS PEOPLES
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FOREST

This is a slightly modified version of Amanda
Viana's talk at FIND Forum “Transcultural
Encounters 2019” on the subject of Physis and
Antiphysis in Religion. It is also representative
of FIND’s approach to the problem of
“ecology”, not reduced to finding or creating
new measures to extend the damage to the
environment, but encompassing another
attitude to life to be learned from cultures
that have been neglected, persecuted and
destroyed for centuries.
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The text is translated from the German by Adrian Navigante
and revised by Kenneth Hurry.



Nukun Mana (Bari, Ushre, Bixe, Niwe, Hane, Shaba, Aiman) I Bubu

I Bubu bu Ta
Eskawa Ta Kayawe eee

Kayawe ke ke

Nukun Xina (Daue, Kana, Dauan, Nixi, Shuru, Deushku, Epakushipa)

I Bubu
I Bubu bu Ta
Eskawa Ta Kayawe eee

Kayawe ke ke!

This is a healing song of the Huni Kuins, one
of the many indigenous peoples of the Amazo-
nian forest. It is a prayer addressed to the
forces of Nature, used in sacred ceremonies for
participants to be cured and made capable of
receiving their teachings. In this song, the Huni
Kuins invoke the earth, the sun, the moon,
the stars, the wind, the water, the day, the
night and all beings within the cosmic setting.
They also invoke the thoughts, the medicines,
the signs, the songs, the tea of the forest (Nixi
Pae, the living school), the tobacco of the Pajés
(spiritual leaders), rapé [snuff-tobacco] and the
Great Spirit).?

This song is one tiny example of a whole
context, but it shows clearly enough the role
of Nature in the religious experience of these
Amazonian forest people. The purpose of
my essay is to open a discussion about some
anthropological models that sought to under-
stand and make accessible to us the indigenous
peoples’ relationship with Nature, including
the religious sphere which has lately become
so attractive to Europeans. For this purpose I
shall focus especially on one model, which is
that of the Brazilian anthropologist Eduardo
Viveiros de Castro. This essay is divided into
four parts: 1. The value of Nature in the reli-
gions of the city and in the religions of nature.

2. The relationship of primitive societies with
Nature according to mainstream anthropolog-
ical theories. 3. The perspectivistic view of the
indigenous peoples of the Amazonian forest,
and 4. Davi Kopenawa: the voice of the Xapiris.

It should be borne in mind that when I speak
of “primitive” societies or cultures, the word
“primitive” always appears in inverted commas
to indicate the point of view of anthropologists
who believed in the superiority of Western
modern culture (complex and developed) over
local forms of tradition (simple and underde-
veloped) and my radical distance from that
point of view.

The Value of Nature in the Religions of
the City and in the Religions of Nature

From a philosophical point of view, we could
say that the basis of all religious experience is a
human attempt to reconnect with the source of
Life. This aspect is evident in polytheistic and
monotheistic religions. A very pertinent ques-
tion is whether, in the context of a religious
experience, Nature is considered the source of
Life (religion of immanence) or whether Nature
appears as the product of the source of Life or
God (religion of transcendence). Alain Daniélou
expressed an interesting point of view on this
subject in his book Shiva and Dionysus:® while



religions of nature define human beings as
part of a whole (the whole of Nature), religions
of the city place human beings in a position of
dominance over Nature.® The example of the
Jewish-Christian tradition is not the only one,
but it is quite clear: homo imago Dei. Religions
of Nature are based on an immediate relation-
ship with Nature and constitute a network of
interactions with plants, animals, mountains,
rivers, etc. in which Nature is regarded as
something thatis ultimately a mystery and with
which humans have an essential connexion
with life itself. Religions of the city established
an unbridgeable distance from Nature.* For
Alain Daniélou there is a very close connexion
between religions of the city and monotheism.
For the religions of the city, Nature is excluded
from the sphere of the sacred, since the way
to God (as a radically transcendent being) must
surpass the determinations of time and space
(and therefore the fact of imperfection and
mortality) that constitute the sphere of nature
as such. In religions of Nature, the role of ritual
with its manipulation of natural elements and
forces is decisive; because of its sacred status,
Nature cannot be reduced to a mere instru-
ment and cannot be objectified in any way.
In the religions of the city, the sphere of the
sacred is transferred to books, institutions and
moral prescriptions with metaphysical value.
Humans are considered superior to all other
natural beings, establishing a clear pattern of
dominance over Nature itself. We can see the
consequences of this position in the anthropo-
centric conception that dominates the Western
world (and a large part of the globe) today.
Daniélou’s position towards the religions of

the city is radically negative: they are for him
an abstract human projection and therefore a
source of alienation.® In Shiva and Dionysus, he
takes a clear stand for the religions of Nature
and makes a plea for their revival in the
modern Western world, since (according to
him) a concrete relationship with Nature is the
basis for all religious experience. In what sense
is this relationship plausible?

The relationship of “primitive peoples”
with Nature in the light of Anthropology

One of the ways of considering the relationship
with Nature in the religious sphere is to look at
the testimonies of anthropology and ethnology
of religion in the West. In this sense, the work
of authors like Edward Burnett Tylor’, James
George Frazer®, Lucien Lévy-Bruhl’, David
Emile Durkheim!, Claude Lévi-Strauss',
Philippe Descola? and Eduardo Viveiros de
Castro®® are worthy of attention and consid-
eration. From the perspective of the history of
ideas, these authors provide models to explain
the relationship between nature and religion
in what were long termed “primitive cultures”.
[ shall summarize their results using the
following categories — some of which are well
known: animism, totemism and perspectivism.

Early researches on the religions of Nature
in indigenous societies were based on an
evolutionist model, of which Tylor and Frazer
are the main representatives. On the basis of
missionary and colonial documents as well as
voyage reports, these authors defined indige-
nous peoples as primitive people because they
were regarded as the first stage in the develop-

Indigenous thought is based on a science of Nature
and postulates a unity of soul and a diversity of bodies
between humans and non-humans
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Mapu Huni Kuin, a young healer and politically engaged representative
of the Huni Kuin tribe in Amazonas.

ment of the human spirit. Their animistic view
of Nature was taken as evidence for such an
affirmation. Animism, as the word indicates,
was, in the eyes of these anthropologists, the
belief in Nature as souled or animated, and
the related attitude was explained as human
perception of a threatening power of Nature
that forces human beings to different magical
practices to channel and control that power.
In this sense, magic was considered an antic-
ipation of science, and the main difference
between them was the degree of abstraction.
In his book Primitive Culture (1871), Tylor
considers monotheism (the belief in one god)
the highest stage in the development of reli-
gion, whereas Frazer, in his monumental trea-
tise The Golden Bough (1890), classifies magic
among the most underdeveloped social prac-
tices — the highest one being science.!* Science
is also presented as the best possible human
relationship with Nature, since humans enter
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the sphere of “truth” with regard to the envi-
ronment that they seek to know. For Tylor and
Frazer, the concrete relationship of “primitive
cultures” with Nature is evidence of their lack of
development, among other things because the
animistic and magic view is radically opposed
to logical thought. In other words: “primitives”
are like children, they have not reached the
point at which logical thought can be exercised
and they are therefore incapable of it.

Lucien Lévy-Bruhl opposed that view?®. In his
book La mentalité primitive (1922), he affirms
that “primitive” peoples are not underdevel-
oped with regard to logic, since their thought
is pre-logic’s, which means that it is not made
of abstract definitions and concepts, but of a
primordial affectiveness elaborating on collec-
tive experiences!” and also of a mystical partic-
ipation®®. Lévy-Bruhl considers that pre-logic
thought is fundamentally synthetic, that is,



oriented towards the unity of a whole. This
synthetic thought integrates all kinds of contra-
dictions and oppositions, for which reason
“primitive” peoples can participate in natural
and supernatural settings (as rites and myths
clearly show) without any difficulty, and this is
part of their daily life.

In the context of the early anthropology of
religion, Emile Durkheim’s book Les formes
élémentaires de la vie religieuse (1912) appears
as a valuable contribution to an understanding
of the relationship between religion and nature
in primitive cultures. Durkheim’s purpose is to
reach the ground-level of (social) religious life
by isolating its elementary form. For the first
time in the history of the anthropology of reli-
gion, a systematic categorization is put forward
for discussion. The result of his enterprise is
twofold: a functionalistic view of religion (reli-
gion is not a way of explaining the world, as
Frazer thought, but a social function), and the
conviction that totemism, that is, the religion of
a clan worshipping a totem, is the most elemen-
tary form of religion. We must not forget that
his research was based on ethnographic mate-
rial about the Aranda, an indigenous clan-
system of central Australia.

Durkheim’s starting point is religion as a social
structure, thatis, religion as an institution medi-
ating the collective representations of a society.
That religion has a mediating function means,
in Durkheim’s view, that it contributes to an
internalization of collective representations
in the mind and body of each member of that
society. Not only are beliefs and rites relevant
for his theory of religion, but also the distinc-
tion between the sacred and the profane, since
sacred things are the object of religion, that is,
things set apart and forbidden.

Durkheim affirms, against other theoreticians
of religion such as Edward Tylor and Friedrich
Max Muller, that neither animism (as the belief
in a souled Nature) nor naturism (as the belief

in supernatural powers of Nature) is the most
elementary form of religion, since such models
do not account for religion as a system of
convictions and practices. It is the clan-organi-
sation that provides clear elements accounting
for a social structure®. The totem (associated
with an animal or a plant) is the link between
individuals and a social system, and can there-
fore be said to constitute a social group?'. As
stated above, jumping from concrete observa-
tions of clan-organization to a universal struc-
ture in dealing with religion cannot be taken
for granted in Durkheim’s theory.

One of Claude Lévi-Strauss’s great contri-
butions to the ethnology of religion can be
found in his book La pensée sauvage (1962).
His starting point is that indigenous societies
have “savage thought”, meaning a type of
thinking oriented towards a whole with the
help of complementary dichotomies?. “Savage
thought” is therefore a kind of bricolage where
rationality and irrationality are combined and
everything (nature and culture) is considered
part of an overall totality?. For Lévi-Strauss,
totemism can work as a model for under-
standing the relationship between nature and
religion in indigenous societies; however, it
is neither an autonomous institution nor a
relationship between a clan and a totem. It is
rather a combination of two units, a natural
and a social, which in turn carry differences
in themselves 2%, The most important aspect of
totemism is the structuring or bridging over of
discontinuities?®.

With the ontological turn in French anthro-
pology towards the end of the XX century,
research on what had been called “primitive
cultures” went through a decisive transfor-
mation. Philippe Descola is perhaps the most
important representative of this movement.
After dealing with former theories of anthro-
pology and carrying out ethnographical work
among the indigenous tribe of the Achuar in



Ecuador, he developed a model of four ontol-
ogies with a re-interpretation of several clas-
sical terms in previous ethnological theories:
1. Animism, 2. Totemism, 3. Analogism and
4. Naturalism. Descola defines each of these
ontologies in terms of a central problem: how
humans think and experience the continui-
ties and discontinuities between themselves
and other beings. In this sense, he defines
animism as the ontology of Amazonian tribes,
an ontology that postulates a continuity of
interiority between human and non-human
beings?®. Whatever belongs to nature, espe-
cially plants and animals, has an interiority of
its own, justlike human beings. This means that
nature in the form we know it does not exist,
and that culture (as a complex activity of the
spirit) includes the domain of the non-human,
thus forming a kind of (spiritual) continuum.
Discontinuities are to be found in physicality.
If we look closer into Descola’s exposition of
animism, we realize that it is the exact oppo-
site of the ontology he associates with modern
Western thought: naturalism. Or in other
words: naturalism is, in Descola’s conception, a
historical inversion of animism, since it postu-
lates a discontinuity between humans and
non-humans as to interiority (neither plants
nor animals have soul or spirit) and a conti-
nuity as to physicality (human beings are also
part of nature, as their bodies show)?’. With
this characterization, it becomes clear that
naturalist ontology is convinced of a superi-
ority of human beings over other species, since
no natural species shows the complexity of
human interiority (ego-consciousness, cogni-
tive faculties, scientific-technical knowledge
and cultural development).® Totemism, for
its part, differs from Durkheim’s and Lévi-
Strauss’ classifications. According to Descola,
humans and nature are defined as an organic
whole in Australian totemistic systems, but the
key issue is the relationship between entity
(or individual) and class (or group associated

to a specific totem), which is established by
means of common aspects ultimately related
to the totem itself. Or even more precisely: The
totem is defined by means of the feature and
not vice versa, which means that a continuity
of features is established joining humans and
non-humans according to a specific criterion. ?

While animism and naturalism can be regarded
as a dichotomic polarity in their dealing with
continuities and discontinuities, totemism
points to a symmetric scheme constituted by
a continuity of physicality and interiority (if a
clan is related to a serpent, the serpent won’t
be seen as alien to the humans associated with
it, in either their external or internal aspects!).
An oppositional-complementary scheme to
totemism should therefore be a world-configu-
ration in which the aspects of radically different
entities (from the point of view of both physi-
cality and interiority) can be brought together,
which is precisely analogism®*. The analogical
ontology is an inventory of correspondences
(and oppositions) among totally different enti-
ties without observable physical or spiritual
determination for the establishment of such
correspondences (and oppositions).

Descola’s proposal of four different ontologies
seeks to do justice to natural life and cultural
diversity (one could also indistinctly say, if we
take his pluralism seriously, “cultural life” and
“natural diversity”) beyond received opinions
and ideas, focusing reflection on how continu-
ities and discontinuities between humans and
non-humans in different contexts of life-config-
uration are dealt with?!.

The perspectivistic view of the
indigenous peoples of the Amazonian
forest

At this point I come to an author I would like
to focus on: Brazilian anthropologist Eduardo
Viveiros de Castro. Viveiros de Castro devel-
oped a philosophical model of the cosmovision



As opposed to Western theories, which transform things
into objects in order to gain knowledge, the operation of
forest shamans is a radical process of subjectivation.

of the indigenous peoples of the Amazonian
forest, called “perspectivism”. His starting point
is the following: indigenous thought is based
on a science of Nature and postulates a unity of
soul and a diversity of bodies between humans
and non-humans.®? Here the scholarly voice
of ethnology recognizes an instance of knowl-
edge independent of the rational (instrumental
or conceptual) elaboration of humans as a chal-
lenge to understand forms of interaction alien
to what the Western mind deems objective and
universal.

Viveiros de Castro is convinced that, for indig-
enous people, everything belonging to Nature
is potentially perspectivistic. Plants, animals,
spirits, etc. have the same kind of soul, or in
other words: humans and non-humans have
the same kind of socio-cultural relationships.?®
But the way in which we (humans) see non-hu-
mans is totally different from the way in which
non-humans perceive us. Non-humans see
humans as non-humans and see themselves
as fundamentally human, that is, capable of
producing a culture of their own. A jaguar, for
example, sees a human being as an animal, that
is, as prey or predator. * What we (humans)
see as Nature is culture for non-humans.
Viveiros de Castro operates thus with a double
inversion: he transforms nature into culture
and at the same time inserts the perspective
of non-humans as a specificity of this culture.
He does not even hesitate to give examples
like: what for us is blood, for jaguars is beer.
Viveiros de Castro explains that non-humans
see themselves as human because humans
perceive themselves as human, whereas they
regard plants and animals as non-human.3¢

This should ultimately make it clear that
perspectivism de-centralizes the human factor,
but the apparent extreme of anthropomorphic
inversion is not a mere provocation. It aims at
showing the complexity of a view renouncing
anthropocentric reductionism.

What is the meaning of “being human”? Being
human in the thought of Viveiros de Castro is
having intentionality, and intentionality has
ontological potential. Intentionality is essen-
tially related to the position of humans as prey
or predator —which gives rise to many perspec-
tives.®” Quite unlike the modern Western stand-
point, which creates objects out of perspectives,
the perspectives of indigenous cultures create
subjects that are never fixed or self-evident.®®
Perspectives are, for indigenous peoples,
related to situations and crystallize themselves
as relationships between different subjects.®
Perspective has in this sense nothing to do
with representation, nor can it be defined as
a mere concept.® It is a standpoint that belongs
to the body. It is related to the power of the soul
(as continuum between humans and non-hu-
mans), but it multiplies because of the diver-
sities of bodies (among and between humans
and non-humans). 4

That is also why Shamanism plays a decisive
role among indigenous peoples. As opposed to
Western theories, which transform things into
objects in order to gain knowledge, the oper-
ation of forest shamans is a radical process of
subjectivation. The shaman must adopt the
perspective of the other and transform himself
into the other in order to gain knowledge.*
Only shamans can see non-humans in their
intrinsic human perspective, which is the condi-



If “Nature” is not heard, the heavens will fall down, that
is, “Nature” will disappear. If “Nature” disappears, the only
source of life (and therefore of religion) will be lost.

tion of possibility of shamanic communication.
The shaman can know that an animal is a man
that has undergone a specific transformation;
but in order to pierce the human-form of the
animal, the shaman must be able to transform
himselfinto an animal. Still further: since forest
shamans can adopt many perspectives, they
can steer relationships between humans and
non-humans and extract teachings for their
communities from what they have learned
through other perspectives. 4

To sum up, perspectivism can be defined as
follows*: 1. What unites humans and non-hu-
mans is subjectivity. 2. Non-humans see them-
selves as human and therefore possess subjec-
tive intentionality, the result of which is culture.
3. Non-humans see humans as non-human. 4.
The phenomenological body of non-humans is
a transformation concealing their true nature
(a jaguar strips himself of his jaguar-clothes
when he is among his peers)®. 5. This trans-
formation is not only a mythic narration, but
part of the ordinary life of indigenous peoples
(a shaman must adopt different perspectives if
he wants to heal people). 6. Although indige-
nous people are convinced of the unity of souls
and the diversity of bodies, there is (within
their perspectivistic view) no fundamental
dichotomy between them, which means that
for them transcendence and immanence are
part of the same reality. 7. Body transformation
is a synonym of “perspective”,

Davi Kopenawa: the voice of Xapiri.

In his book In welcher Welt leben? (2019)¥,
Viveiros de Castro quotes a passage* from La

chute du ciel, a book based on a long conver-
sation between French ethnologist Albert
Bruce and the well-known shaman from
the Amazonian tribe of the Yanomami, Davi
Kopenawa: “dreams of white men do not reach
so far as ours; white men sleep a lot, but they
don’t dream of anything but themselves”.
From a certain perspective, this sentence not
only translates the perspectivistic view of
the Amazonian people but also formulates
a critique of the Western perspective. White
men (who for Viveiros de Castro epitomise the
alienation of capitalist culture) can only dream
of themselves because they are locked up in
their own perspective. Either they don’t want
to or cannot know other modalities of life. Or
perhaps, still worse: they are fully convinced
that their perspective is best because it is true,
and therefore they must persuade or force
others to adopt it. For Davi Kopenawa, the
Yanomamis can dream of plants, animals and
other beings because they are not locked up in
themselves, which means that their thinking is
not restricted to objectifying Nature.

Davi Kopenawa wanted to participate in a
book-project with an ethnologist so that white
people can open themselves to the perspective
of the forest and hear the Xapiris: “I would
like them to hear the voice of the xapiris, who
tirelessly play, dancing on their resplendent
mirrors”®. In order to hear the Xapiris, one
must adopt the perspective of “Nature”: one
must attend the school of the forest. For the
Yanomami-Shamans, yakoani-hi, an entheogen
powder, is one of the main teachers of the
forest, an intelligent plant that can make the
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voice of the Xapiri perceptible, since it is their
food. Through yakoani-hi, shamans can enter
the world of dreams and open themselves to
the perspective of the other.’! In this way, they
can heal and teach their fellow tribe-members
how tolive. If “Nature” is not heard, the heavens
will fall down, that is, “Nature” will disappear.
If “Nature” disappears, the only source of life
(and therefore of religion) will be lost. What I

called at the beginning of this essay the “reli-
gious” relationship of indigenous people with
“Nature” is nothing other than the perspective
of “Nature” itself. The role of religious experi-
ence in the lives of these indigenous peoples is
essentially linked to the human possibilities of
perceiving, adopting and opening themselves
to the perspective of “Nature”. °

The sacred fire, a natural element of great importance in Shamanic ceremonies
related to purification, visionary insight and passage to other dimensions.
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1 Cf. also the following youtube video:
https://youtu.be/j80bcKIh_hk

2 Cf. the explanation of this healing prayer by
Mapu, a young healer of the Huni Kuin people:
https://youtu.be/INt13RMRT2Q.

® Gods of Love and Ecstasy: The Traditions of Shiva
and Dionysius, transl. by K. Hurry, New York 1992.

4 Cf. Ibid., pp. 13-14: “Since the beginning of urban
civilization, religious phenomena among sedentary
peoples have been manifested and established

in two opposed or contradictory forms. The first

is tied to the world of nature, the second to the
organization of communal city life. [...] Dharma is
a word which means ‘natural law’. To conform to
what one is by birth, by nature, by one’s natural
disposition. Each must play, as best he can, his
assigned role in the great theatre of creation.

[...] The other form of religion is the religion of
the city, the society of mankind, which claims to
impose divine sanctions on social conventions. It
exalts human laws as sacred enactments. It serves
as an excuse for the ambitions of men who seek
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6 Cf. Ibid., pp. 16: “[Religion of Nature] does not
involve simply a recognition of world harmony,
but also an active participation in an experience
which surpasses and upsets the order of material
life. [...] Communion with Nature and with the gods
thus becomes possible, whilst the calculations and
frustrations imposed by city religions isolate the
world of men from the rest of creation”.

7Edward Burnett Tylor, Primitive Culture, London
1871.

8 George Frazer, The Golden Bough, New York/
London 1890 (first edition in 2 volumes), 1900
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edition in 12 volumes).
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jouent sans relache en dansant sur leur miroirs
resplendissants”.

51 Cf. Kopenawa/Albert, Ibid., p. 72.
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YATRA VRTTANT:
DIFFERENT PERCEPTIONS
OF THE HIMALAYAN
REGIONS IN THE TRAVEL
NARRATIVES OF GAGAN
GILL AND ANIL YADAV

From time immemorial, the Himalayas and
their surroundings have been a destination
for different kind of pilgrimages. People from
urban areas visit this region in a quest for
experiences that will restitute a sense not to
be found in their comfort zone (also the place
of routine and alienation). Valentina Barnabei
analyses two different expressions of this
phenomenon in Hindi literature: Avak. Kailas-
Mansarovar: ek antaryatra and Vah bhi kor
des hai mahara;.
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Mount Kailash seen from the North. Source: Wikipedia

The Timeless Charm of the Himalayas

The Himalayan high plateau, stretching for
about 2500 kilometres between India, to the
west, and China, to the east, and its surrounding
regions exert a timeless charm on those who
cross through them or dream about them.
Furthermore, this high plateau has a peculiar
importance for Buddhists, for Tibetan followers
of the Bon religion, for Hindus, because their
TrimOrti resides on Brahmalok, Vaikunth
and Kailas (Consolaro 2013:1), and even for
Sikhs. Indeed, Guru Nanak in person made a
pilgrimage to the sacred places of the Hima-
layas (Consolaro 2013:2). Nowadays, an impor-
tant part of any discourse linked to the Hima-
layas concerns their contradistinction to the
world of the plains, characterised —according to
some — by chaos and the absence of simplicity.
Indeed, it seems that the Himalayan region
emblemises the importance of cultural differ-
ences in building the Indian identity (Pozza
2015: 52). Even now, this region continues to
be the destination of numerous travellers who
reach its summits with the most diverse aims.
Such travellers include writers who, thanks
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to their yatra vRttant (Hindi for “travelogue”),
have become part of the long discourse of liter-
ature concerning the Himalaya and its cultures,
enriching it with their accounts. Such authors,
contemporary women and men, for different
reasons and at different times, decided to leave
temporarily the large towns and metropolises
where they live, and choose the Himalayan
region. Among those who have made a major
contribution to Hindi travel literature in the
modern period, we should mention Gagan Gill
and Anil Yadav, authors of Avak. Kailas-Mansa-
rovar: ek antaryatra (“Speechless. Kailas-Man-
sarovar: an inner journey”) and of Vah bhl kot
des hai mahardj (Is that even a country, Sir!)
respectively’. These two writers, who share a
journalistic background, have published highly
different accounts concerning their experi-
ences in the regions of the Himalayan chain.
Their two points of view will be analysed
through their own words. The analysis will
focus particularly on how the authors describe
the places and people that are part of their
journeys, observing the relation between their
descriptions of these places and of the inhabit-
ants of the Himalayan regions.



TRANSCULTURAL DIALOGUES

Gagan Gill

Avak - the speechless journey
of Gagan Gill

Avak. Kailas-Mansarovar: ek antaryatra is the
prose and verse work by Gagan Gill devoted
to her pilgrimage to Mount Kaila§ and Lake
Mansarovar. This account bears witness to
the double journey, both inner and outer,
which the author took for about two weeks
with the aim of circumambulating the area
of Mount Kaila$ and Lake Mansarovar. What
interests Gagan Gill above all is the peak of
Dolma-La, a site of religious interest in Tibet,
where worshippers leave to the Goddess Tara
objects that belonged to their deceased loved-
ones. Indeed, the reason for which Gill decided
to leave New Delhi for a time, where she lives
and works, is the loss of her companion Nirmal
Verma, also an author of travel narratives and
pioneer of the literary movement Nayl Kahan1
(“new history”).

Besides practical advice to Indian citizens who
have to ask the Chinese government for a visa to
visit the region, Avak expresses very clearly the
political ideas of the author, a fervent partisan
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of the Free Tibet movement? Below, we shall
deal with the encounters and places that form
an integral part of Gill’s journey, a journey not
without difficulties. These elements will help us
understand Gagan Gill’s view of the Himalayan
region and will allow us to analyse how the
author — narrator of the work — expresses her
impressions and interactions with the Hima-
layan context.

Gill interacts with various people, only two of
whom are locals. At the border between Nepal
and Tibet she meets a child of ten-twelve. Their
dialogue is emblematic of her exchanges with
other characters cited in the work.

“What is your name?”

A light-skinned kid of ten-twelve is pulling my
handbag out of my hand, insisting that he is going to
take it to the other side. [...]

“First tell me your name!” I ask him again.

The child sees nothing interesting in this superfluous
discourse. He simply wants to know whether I am
about to give him my bag to carry or not. If not, he
will look for another traveller!

“Fine! If I give you my bag, will you tell me your
name?”

“Yes, my name is Visnu.”
“You're lying?” (Gill 2009: 46-47)3.

The whole dialogue, presented in direct speech,
is characterised by Gagan Gill’s distrust and the
insistence of the child, whose real first name is
Ratan.

Suddenly, Gill has a revealing flash and under-
stands clearly the harshness of this child’s life,
until that moment perceived only as an annoy-
ance: “His companions, coming and going, are
signalling to him. He doesn’t look in their direc-
tion. He is totally lost. Such a great problem for
such a young life!” (Gill 2009:49)%.

From this moment on, Gill becomes more affec-
tionate toward her interlocutor and accepts
to call him Visnu. When she states that the



child is a god, he reacts in an unexpected way,
affirming with tears in his voice, “If I am a god,
why did I fall down here?” (Gill 2009: 50)°.

In Avak, most dialogues between the writer
and others are developed in the form of direct
speech. At the same time, the presence of the
author’s personal impressions, interrupting
the flow of interactions with her interlocutors,
constantly place history’s focus on the narra-
tor’s perspective.

The journey presents numerous difficulties,
especially for those who, like the author, live
in a polluted environment at low altitude, as
in a town, and are not accustomed to living
in the mountains. Despite all this, Gill shows
great enthusiasm for the Himalayan country-
side. Before starting her journey, Gill describes
the Lake of Mansarovar and Mount Kaila$ as
places on the border of reality, where peace can
be attained. In Chapter 20, entitled “One of the
purest of waters”, she reaches the foot of Mount
Kaila$ and her ideas seem to be confirmed: “In
the snows of Kailas there are ladders. It is the
southern face of this mountain. Are these the
ladders of paradise?” (Gill 2009: 112)¢.

Not only does the strictly natural aspect charm
our author, but also the atmosphere experi-
enced in some of the Himalayan villages, where
the simplicity of the buildings harmonises with
the beauty of Nature.

Who knows when time began to elapse?

Not only have we left civilisation somewhere behind
us, but its importance is no longer felt either. We are
heading towards a time that is pure and original.
Nowhere is there electricity or running water. No
pipes, nor toilets, nor drains. There is a village frozen

in time, its name is Prayang. It stands at an altitude
of 4400 metres.

Our last stop on the way to Mansarovar. It’s like
going back five hundred years, to encounter our
ancestors. And as soon as we arrive: infinite peace.
Authenticity.

In a magnificent room, there are six wooden seats.
Walls of earth; roof of earth. The walls are painted in
the colours of Tibet, on the walls is a border of green,
blue and red.

The colours of natural elements. So that no one
forgets they are encircled and established.

Tomorrow we reach Mansarovar.
The house. The yard.

In the middle, a well, with a wooden cover, locked
with a chain and padlock. When the sherpa draws
water from it, I ask him:

“May I take a look?”
“Yes, yes, why not?”

The sky swims at the bottom of the well... Exactly as
in a film by Tarkovski...(Gill 2009: 91)’.

It is quite clear that Gagan Gill's view is
strongly influenced by those ideas consid-
ering the Himalayan regions as places that
have retained their purity and authenticity,
unlike the towns and villages of the plains.
The protagonist’s sensations in this “primitive”
place are clear and decided. Her interaction
with her surroundings starts with a return to
the natural, simple era of the ancestors and
concludes with the image of the sky reflected
in the crystalline water of the well. The vocab-
ulary and the images chosen reflect a universe
made of purity, impossible to find elsewhere.
Himalayan nature, which knows no human
intervention, constitutes an essential element

Nowadays, an important part of any discourse linked to the Himalayas
concerns their contradistinction to the world of the plains, characterised
—according to some - by chaos and the absence of simplicity



guiding the deepest thoughts of the author-pro-
tagonist. In the following passage, the sight of a
solitary swan in a natural setting of astonishing
beauty leads Gill to reflect on consciousness,
perception and gratitude.

In the sky a swan flies. One. Alone.
Such a lonely swan in such a beautiful nature...

Does he know how beautiful this land is? How lucky
he is?

Is he grateful for being himself?

If T were a bird, how I would have said “I am
grateful!”

I am grateful for having eyes that can see, for having
a body that has brought me here, for having a mind
that perceives.

I am grateful for being this. I saw you, god...(Gill
2009: 200-201)%.

Although the relationship between the author
and the locals is characterised by hesitation
and uncertainty, her description of nature and
the Himalayan landscape leaves no room for
negative emotions.

Vah bhi koi des hai mahar3aj: India’s
mysterious North-East seen by Anil Yadav

Vah bhi kot des hai maharaj is the account of the
journey of the journalist Anil Yadav and his
friend and colleague Anhes Shashwat in the
region of India’s north-east. The reasons that
spur the pair to undertake this adventure are
very different from those of Gagan Gill. Indeed,
the journalists are in the economic doldrums
and hope to improve their situation by writing
articles on the highly complex political and
social conditions of this region. The author
travels through Assam, Meghalaya, Nagaland,
Arunachal Pradesh, Tripura and Manipur.
The result of this experience is consequently
a literary work rediscovering a geograph-
ical area often forgotten, perceived by other
Indians as remote, peopled by bizarre folk; a
place of mysterious and frightening events.

The narrative, packed with information about
the politics of the situation and groups of the
locations visited, pays great attention to the
locals’ viewpoint. Several times, the inhab-
itants of the north-east express themselves
without the mediation of the narrative voice,
even though they are sometimes presented by
the author. The following is a passage in which
Yadav presents women of the Khasi ethnic

group:

In Khasi folk-tales, the sun is female and the moon
male. Indeed, Khasi men are only seen in the light
of their women. Here, property is transferred to the
name of the youngest daughter, called ‘ka-kudda’.
When a man has to obtain a bank credit, it is a
woman who validates the guarantee. But these girls
were lovely so long as they smiled. The moment they
laughed, a wave of terror began to rise in me. The
teeth of most of the women, open like red-coloured
saws embedded in gum, were worn down owing to
the custom of chewing kway (the tamul® of Megha-
laya) since childhood. The beautiful faces that
supported these teeth recalled the villains of Puranic

tales (Yadav 2017:33)%.

Despite their authority within the community;,
these women play a passive role in the narra-
tive sequences given above. The absence of
any direct communication with the protagonist
creates a distance between them, turning them
into objects to be described rather than active
subjects, and the reader.. The description of
these women, both distinguished and dreadful,
is only one of the innumerable passages
presenting characters of a strongly ambiva-
lent nature. The ambivalence of the people is
reflected in the territories of India’s north-east:
the lands are naturally rich (Yadav 2017:132),
but they are characterised by poverty and
political instability as well. Indeed, political
instability and danger feature throughout the
narrative. The areas travelled through by Anil
Yadav are, in his opinion, the most disastrous
and dangerous in all India. The author often
describes situations of violence, danger and
open unrest. Furthermore, there is no lack of
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Anil Yadav

passages in which the element of danger is
manifested through allusions and sibylline
phrases.

Even now every Indian must fill in, before entering
Nagaland, an Inner Line Permit, which Hariscandra
Candola had already done for us, indicating the dura-
tion of their stay and the reason for their journey. “A
permit even to get into one’s own country!” To this
statement, to which one or the other replies with the
simplicity of a child who plays at building a sand-
castle, “Your country is behind you. From now on,
you are in the homeland of the Nagas”. An amiable
face or other also warns every new arrival: “You
must absolutely not leave the road after the lights are

turned off. Anything can happen!” (Yadav 2017:49)"

The need for a permit to enter Naga territory
and the warnings against the region’s inhabit-
ants help create a disturbing atmosphere that
implies in readers’ minds an omen of future
dangers. Locals’ opinions expressed in the inci-
sive form of direct speech are typical of Yadav’s
narration. Indeed, the author, a journalist,
often utilises this expedient to make the events
narrated even more credible. Furthermore, the
use of direct speech and the detailed descrip-
tions of characters and places encourage the
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readers’ emotional participation. The following
is an example:

Number Four is the code for heroin introduced here
covertly, passing through Moreh, from the Golden
Triangle — Laos, Thailand and Burma. Groups of
boys and girls who dissolve the drug in water and
inject it have become a distinctive sign of this district.
Their characteristics are red eyes, inexpressive faces
and a slight fever. Manipur is ashamed of them, the
militants shoot them; they are tied up with ropes in
centres, both governamental and not, for detoxifica-
tion. Despite this, their number continues to grow. [...]
Chalambi was proud that neither she nor her child
had resulted positive to any test. She has become
a single mother at seventeen and has no idea who
the child’s father is. Somebody gave her the child in
exchange for Number Four a year-and-a-half ago.
Her family refused to let her stay with them. [...] She
didn’t agree that shared syringes caused the spread
of AIDS in the north-east. She says, “First the dealers
make the girls addicts, then they turn them into
women who will prostitute themselves for a dose.
That’s the reason for this spreading of the disease”.

“[...] Everywhere there’s such a disaster that children
eat raw potatoes and start stealing as soon as they
are a bit older.”

She was saying that children eat raw potatoes before
going to school, which is why the teachers don’t

identify the smell of alcohol (Yadav 2017: 148-150)2.

This passage shows the desolation, sickness
and violence in which many inhabitants of
the State of Manipur live. Yadav describes the
young heroin addicts in eloquent detail (their
inexpressive faces, in Hindi “patthar cahara”,
faces of stone) without using words that might
suggest any kind of moral judgement. Indeed,
the fact that the journalist merely chronicles the
situation without providing personal impres-
sions does not mean that he holds a bad opinion
of the persons described. On the contrary, the
absence of any personal comments, the wish
not to use terms that might mitigate the actual
living conditions of these young people, and the
space given to Chalambi’s voice and her story,
represent Yadav’s strategy to bring his readers
closer to these unfortunate characters.



Conclusions

The passages analysed show us how the
authors chose to portray two of the most impor-
tant aspects of their travels in the Himalayan
regions: the natural and the human aspects.
Gill and Yadav present them to their readers in
very different ways. The author of Avak devotes
many narrative sequences to describing the
beauties of Himalayan nature and the reflec-
tions roused by its contemplation, whereas
the journey of Anil Yadav features disturbing
presages suggested at once by people, nature
and events. However, whereas in Gill’s work
communication with the locals is relatively
limited, in Yadav’s narrative it plays a funda-
mental role. Indeed, when the locals express
themselves in direct speech, the author tries to

! Anurag Basnet translated Vah bhi kot des hai
mahardj into English as Is that even a country, Sir!

2 This fascinating subject can be plumbed in the
article “Politics and poetics of a sacred route in
Gagan Gill’s travelogue. Avak : Kailas-Mansa-
rovar ek antaryatra” by Alessandra Consolaro.
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. 7 7 ST |« A 3 A A

» « 8L AT ARG » « T AT 2.

4 3g% A-ST Tt I R & T 8, TE I R A ek Tl | ThgH
TR ¢ | 5 BIS-H ST ol 3o a7 T |,

S« YTAT I <t 9T gl Ul el ! ».
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avoid any personal comment that could shift
the narrative focus towards his own point of
view.

The passages analysed here allow us to note
opposite trends in portraying the Himalayan
regions in the two works: in Avak we recognise
a contrast between enthusiasm for nature and
a kind of prudence characterising the author’s
interactions with the locals, while in Vah bht
kot des hai mahardj we observe an organic way
of representing society, culture and landscape.
Albeit very different, these two literary exam-
ples share a major characteristic: showing the
Himalayan regions as places on the threshold
of ordinary reality, whose nature is opposite to
the landscapes of urban areas, where human
experience is pushed to the very limit.

SH TR Tt 37 TEgH T & <. T Sef vafR w # = S R
2 &, 71 e el 8, 7 IR | 7 e, 7 eraete, 7 diax. gua # guk e
TR, 7T § R, T T < geR e, AAERIER & T I gART
el ger. o g grer i Te g & 3, ara grat & i, uged
& Sriq Wi, rafendr. U@ Yot g1 FA 7 9 aad ol ¢ | A &t
&aR, AR @ wa | afaEdl &1 8 §ER T 8, SR R AR S8, &,
e, ST 1T T | R S et A b T | A b e 7, 9 3
1 2 | et gH HIFERIGR Ugd ST | R | e | o # Ueh e, et
Sgdhah dTelT, 36T 7 SIS & T dTett Tel ¢ | IR uret Afebrer €, ot
BN &, « ST Fahell &2 » « &, &, Tl el ¢ ». Y bl FHIA W S
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.|

° Tamul: betel nut, utilised in the Meghalaya
region as a light narcotic (see Yadav 2017b: 15).
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YOGA IS LIFE

THE FLOWING COURSE
OF CONSCIOUSNESS IN
KASMIRI SAIVISM

Gioia Lussana approaches the question of the
ultimate meaning of non-dual yoga in Kasmir
tradition from Abhinavagupta’s mediaeval
lineage to the current community set up by
Lakshman Joo in the 1930s. Yoga appears as

a celebration of life and an exaltation of the
vital principle (prana), regarded as identical to
consciousness itself. The ever-vigilant (svodita)
contemplative yogic attitude nourishes
awareness that will unfold into a full awakening
— embodied in ordinary life.

This paper is dedicated to the wisdom and fervent enthusiasm
of Pran nathji Koul, whom | was fortunate to meet in Kasmiri
in the summer of 2019. | am also whole-heartedly grateful to
Raffaele Torella, for many years the inspirer of my physical and
intellectual adventure in non-dual Tantrism.

All photos belonging to this article are taken by the author.



Siva, undivided consciousness?, out of an ‘excess
of ardour’, desired to make himself many.
Consciousness, overflowing with happiness,
made itself experience, in order to taste the
world.

Gioia Lussana

Sacred is simply everything that lives

The non-dual yoga of the Kasmiri tradition
appears as a celebration (puja) of life in all
its aspects, down to the most recondite well-
spring of its core. Life with its characteristic
of incessant transformation and deploy-
ment (unmilana), life that knows the secret of
renewing itself moment by moment and crea-
tively is what, from the very origins of Hindu
Tantrism,? is considered sacred par excel-
lence. It is not by accident that, in mediaeval
Tantric Schools, use of the senses implies the
conscious activation of the karanesvar? or
svasamvid-devl. These female deities acting as
windows on the world allow the perception,
enjoyment and knowledge of all that lives.

The primacy of prana as exaltation of the vital
principle is celebrated in texts of the Saivite
tradition® as the supremacy of life itself,
with its capacity to evolve from one form
to another. The Saivite tantras also note the
homology between consciousness/knowledge
and living movement.

Ka$miri Saivism values as divine this knowl-
edge of self-renewalt. The freshness that
regenerates itself incessantly, like a spring
gushing out, is the effervescence of sakti,
the superabundant energy that, in a sort of
‘internal boiling’ (ucchalatta, antaruccha-
lana®) produces all the diversified forms of
what exists, all different from each other, but
gushing from this single source.

Life’s energy movement irradiates in all
directions, but in primis it is uccara: the energy
rising in its original resounding form as a
mantra from the lower abdomen up to the
throat and beyond, in an overflow expressing
life as consciousness. The superabundance
(bahulya) of self-generated life, it relates to
the quality of consciousness, exuberantly
desirous of expressing itself in Creation (svab-
havaja)®.

In the Kasmir1 view, during the emanation
process of Creation, Siva experiences a phase
of shut-down, in which he withdraws into
himself (anasrita), fearful of being impover-
ished by his own creative energy bringing
reality into existence. Unata is this fear of
being in some way diminished. Then the God
repents, realising that the world coming into
being is nothing other than himself.

The spontaneous motion of life overflowing
(udgadha)like an ever-full vase, being ‘sapient’
is also never casual, but follows its raison
d’étre and internal coherence. The mere fact
of being animated by the omnipervasive
vitality of everything that exists means being
conscious and manifesting an ordered orien-
tation toward the source of consciousness and
revelation in its basic nature (svartipa).” While
life is self-generating, it is empowering itself
with attention, fed by an intrinsic order, an
ad-tendere towards full manifestation.

For the yogin aspiring to waken his divine
nature in toto, attention, an intrinsic quality
of life, requires rigorous training through the
most specific technical yoga to achieve a rela-
tive degree of focus and inner stability. Tantric
yoga, particularly in mediaeval Kasmir, is
generally identified with an ever-vigilant
contemplative attitude (svodita). By defini-
tion the yogin is self-disciplined for such a
purpose (krtatman). Yogic practice increases
the innate quality of conscious vitality until
the highest degree of Yoga is achieved (para-



dhyana), which is spontaneous (akrtaka) and
requires neither effort nor technique. At this
level, attention is fully awakened, requires
no further training and includes everything.
Surprisingly-and even today in the living
tradition at Srinagar—, spontaneous Yoga
(para-dhydna) is deemed the first level in the
hierarchy. If the yogin is not immediately
capable of intuiting and recognising his own
nature, divine and perfect ab origine, he prac-
tices immersion in the Yoga of psycho-phys-
ical techniques, reverting to the lower levels,
in order to achieve the same resultin all cases:
self-recognition as Siva himself.

The in-dividuo (jiva) is by definition not divided,
meaning complete in itself and all-inclusive.
Dis-tracted, on the other hand, is one who is
drawn out, in two, in dispersion, in duality.

Joy overflows upwards

The non-dual Yoga of Kasmir is defined as
dhyana in a general sense by Ksemaraja in
his commentary on the Netra-tantra, on the
basis of a triple gradation of the levels of
Yoga®. Kasmirl Yoga is substantially based on
the path of reawakening the vital energy, in
the two ways known as prana-kundalinl or
cit-kundalint according to the yogin’s personal
degree of involvement®’. In both cases,
however, the energy awakens spontaneously,
at the right moment, and rises along the
central channel, sustained by an increasingly
intense focus on attention. In this Yoga inner
vitality is sustained essentially by conscious-
ness. Parasakti, the supreme energy of life, is
the first source that nourishes attention, in a

reciprocal activation that actually constitutes
unique, undivided consciousness (samvid).

‘Awakening’, the true acme of Yoga, may be
defined as an osmotic dynamics between
the more properly physiological or respira-
tory component (prana) and the part that is
energy/consciousness (pranana). By means of
progressive distillation, the latter becomes
prevalent, integrating, without ever losing it,
the material or ‘tactile’ quality of breathing.
Attention thus becomes increasingly clear,
neither merely focused nor dispersed, but
a vivid experience of the present in all its
completeness. It is tempered by Yoga practice,
triggering the rise of consciousness-energy
in a vital vortex that flows upward with irre-
pressible joy. This overflowing joy (ananda)
is, in the words of Lakshman Joo,“the stuff of
life”10, its free expression. It is this very over-
flowing joy of Siva'l, the maha-yogin rapt in
meditation, that generates and coagulates the
forms of phenomenal reality.

The increase in awareness that leads to full
awakening cannot be deployed without harsa,
a state of ‘mad falling in love’ and desire'?, the
authentic fuel of the rite of Yoga (abhyasa).
Without this impulse of the heart (udyoga),
every attempt or effort at attention is lifeless
and thus destined to fail, as a mere routine.
Actually, attention (anusandhana or avadhana)
isnot a mechanical adherence to its object, but
an immersion in the open centre between two
objects, breaths, events. Attention is samavesa:
immersion in something that cannot be estab-
lished as a form, but is the energetic motion
of life (which moulds attention itself), before

Kasmiri Saivism values as divine this knowledge of self-renewal.
The freshness that regenerates itself incessantly, like a spring
gushing out, is the effervescence of sakti.
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the object of attention solidifies, becoming
concept®.

The awakening of energy or siksma-updya,
as it is called in the Netra-tantra, is udaya, an
ascending motion that never occurs through
will or effort, but when the yogin, engaged in
kula-prakriya“, is ready to let himself be led,
without resisting, by the joyous and spon-
taneous motion of vital energy. The prana
motion is self-generated within the yogin
who has stabilised his contemplative attitude
(anusandhana), becoming a conscious flow.

Janmadhara, the cakra of ‘birth’, corresponds to
the energy nucleus of sexuality (svadhisthana)
or generative capacity, the mother of all
six cakra, in union with maladhara in the
function propelling energy upwards. In the
Netra-tantra classification, the adhara are the
sixteen energetically sensitive points that in
part coincide with the cakra and trigger the
activity of the physical body. ‘Supports of life’
(jivasya-adhara) as Ksemaraja defines them:
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consciousness that triggers life.

This sitksma-dhyana, the yoga that works with
the awakening of vital energy interpene-
trated by awareness, constitutes the basis of
the initiatic procedure in the transmission of
Lakshman Joo. In this connexion, he taught
two interconnected practices: cakrodaya,
when contemplation still requires a support
or technique, and ajapa-gayatrt, when the
attention capacity is now stabilised and
flows effortlessly like the quiet subtle flow of
breath. Even now, this is the basis of experien-
tial practice in the living Kasmir1 tradition®>.

Siva, the mahayogin in a meditative attitude,
is qualified as sadodita, ‘always stretched
upwards’, always awake like the sun on the
horizon, which remains thus even when
hidden by clouds or after sunset (astamita).
Thus, Lakshman Joo, commenting on Span-
da-karika 11,5%, notes that consciousness is
omnipresent, even when the individual is not
aware of his own equivalence to the whole,
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because God consciousness is the life of individ-
uality, his reason for being. The life of every
individual (jivana) is brought into being and
nourished by samvid. On this basis we may
affirm even more specifically that life itself is
consciousness, whether we are aware (gjada)
or not of this reality?. In this connexion, Pran
nathji, my contact among the present Saivite
community of Srinagar, pointed out to me
that it is desire itself - that intense fervour
qualifying authentic vitality - that conveys
unawareness towards full consciousness.

What is really ‘new’?

The movement of life is qualitatively different
from the dynamics of thought, which takes
place in time, because it occurs always instan-
taneously and constantly retains the fresh-
ness and vividness of the present instant.
The invitation is always to remain ‘vital’
and consequently always generative, ‘new’.
Prathama-abhasa is the rising of truly new
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perception!®. When such a perception occurs,
itis the pure movement of life that is manifest,
without the support of any object on which to
rest. In ordinary life, attention is reawakened
by passing from one object to another, but in
such a case nothing is truly new.

Non-dual yoga offers yet another possibility:
fixing the mind on that open, indefinite and
living space, before the object of attention
is replaced by another object?. That gap is
the place of encounter (sandhi, or sandha in
Kasmirt) where objects are touched, inter-
penetrate and become knowable. That living
space is spanda, the conscious vibration of
life. In such a way, attention remains nour-
ished and connected with its energy matrix
(prana-sakti), which moves with the liberty
of the limitless, brilliant, since it is still pure
impulse, not yet coagulated in things. This
fragrant ‘newness’is unmesa, when Siva opens
his eyes? and from his vision reality comes
into being, as from an ever-renewed source.



From this standpoint, the jivanmukta or
liberated in life is one who knows how to
regenerate himself, without encumbering
his existence with objects to be possessed or
goals to be reached, but nourishing himself
on the potential energy of the instant. Thus,
vital energy is not used up or dispersed, but
constantly feeds its own quality of presence,
keeping it developmental. ‘Liberated in life’is
not living eternally, but wisely learning how
to nourish one’s own consciousness-energy,
keeping it generative, rather than progressive
Or possessive.

In non-dual Yoga the central point is feeling,
strengthening the vital essence, allowing it
to express itself freely in never-exhausted
regeneration. For this to happen, space is
required, stripping body and heart of what-
ever obstructs life from flowing freely inside.
There is consequently no question of seeking
longevity, orin any final analysisimmortality,
but rather of allowing the prana to become
pranana. The vital essence, deployed and free
to circulate, must be allowed to receive the
nourishment (apydyana) of a consciousness
increasingly strengthened by attention.

The yogin thus preserves his own inner
luxuriance. Deep breathing becomes almost
imperceptible?!, so subtle that it completely
imbues every cell, allowing life to circulate
throughout the body. In this ‘vital crucible’ the
yogin enters a ‘vegetative sensitivity’, albeit
conscious, ignoring itself and removing the
cruder and more cumbersome psycho-phys-
ical components.

‘Subtle yoga’, siksma-dhyana, is thus outlined
as a process of decantation, dissolving and
refinement of the mind-body. Muscular
tensions, as also - and much more so - the
nodes of heart and mind, act as a rule as dikes
that block the free flow of energy-conscious-
ness. Opening the inner obstructions allows
vitality to move into the space discovered
(khe-car?) without obstacles such as spandana,
the conscious vibration that animates that
vastness, rendering the confines between
inside and outside open and permeable. It is
this animation, vital, conscious and ever new
that makes the yogin a jivanmukta. Such a yogin
does not operate using various techniques, but
ismoved and affected by his own essence-con-
sciousness without interfering with or forcing
the course of life, but vigilantly cooperating
with it. The jivanmukta and the yogin need no
techniques and particularly the appropriative
attitude to techniques typical of sthiila-yoga.
Body and mind become an incessant creation,
luminous and intelligent??, running without
set-backs, fed by what Lakshman Joo calls
amrtikarana, being pervaded by the nutrient
nectar of life. The yogin of a higher level (the
para-dhyana) embodies Mrtyujit, he who has
defeated death, since he has intuited? the
secret of self-renewing life.

Yoga is ‘non-yoga’

The loosening of psycho-physical tension in
a receptive, stable and quiet approach is the
basis for triggering the rise of energy-con-
sciousness. The result is a state of tranquil-

Life's energy movement irradiates in all directions, but in primis
it is uccara: the energy rising in its original resounding form as
a mantra from the lower abdomen up to the throat and beyond,
in an overflow expressing life as consciousness.
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lity and vigilant harmony (samata/samadhi),
simultaneously the base and arrival point of
the yogin’s contemplative attitude. A pacified
mind ‘without thoughts’ (nirvikalpa), tranquil
clarity, act as trigger for the increase and
then, as we shall see, a profound calming of
the energy.

In this Yoga, which is akrtrima, akrtaka,
akalpita, not artificial and not constructed,
emphasis always lies on what occurs by itself,
naturally, not intentionally. Starting from a
body and mind liberated as far as possible
from unnecessary encumbrances, vital
energy and consciousness are achieved. This
is the experience of para-dhyana or supreme
yoga?4, in which the contemplative attitude
(dhyana) is life itself, omnipervasive, with no
further distinction between the meditator
and the object of meditation. Siva (the para-
yogin) becomes all things and is ‘non-medit-
able’ (nirdheya), the pure experience of being.

Lakshman Joo taught a practice (spanda
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labhate yatha), still alive today amongst his
followers at Srinagar, consisting of moving
breath between the space in front of the heart
(external dvadasanta) and the centre behind
the forehead (ajfiacakra/internal dvadasanta).
In its conscious and silent passage, the breath
becomes increasingly subtle and short, until
it is perceived only as a small flame shining
inside the head. The natural outcome of
spanda, the manifestation of conscious energy,
is nispanda, a profound calm in which move-
ment is extremely concentrated, so subtle as
to be almost imperceptible, ‘invisible’.

In this Yoga, the non-manifest condition
(nirabhasa), empty, open and also limitless, is
the highest, without any superior (anuttara).
It is this very opening that allows the new to
break in. In it, everything is potentially there
to be manifest in a new form. Everything is
vividly tranquil (santa) and the yogin dwells
at ease in the ‘formless’.

“I am not, nor is there any other. Thus he attains



the state beyond manifestation” %

What the great Abhinavagupta defines as
anupaya is this very Yoga, as it were ‘immate-
rial’, but firmly and spontaneously focused on
an aware presence.

Contemplating Life

In this connexion, Lakshman Joo taught
an antarikasana, a non-corporeal, internal
posture. The yogin is simply seated at ease
(sukham) to make space for the naked pres-
ence which, in this system, is conceived as
‘pure subjectivity’. Observation (contempla-
tion) always occurs ‘from the universal point
of view’ i.e. that of the subject, considered as
Siva himself.

Asanais accomplished by dwelling, as it were,
in the conscious space that generates things,
rather than the things themselves. Hence, this
is not a ‘performative’ yoga, but felt, lived,
experienced at first hand, co-penetrated in
the open question ‘Who am I?’ (so’ham), the
true basis of this embodied consciousness.

An example of the eminently inner attitude of
the dsanain KasmiriYoga is found in Ksemara-
ja’s commentary on the Siva-satra 111,16%, in
which the only support for the yogin is none
of the many means traditionally used by Yoga
to cultivate physical and mental focus, but
simply an all-inclusive state of participating
presence, which in practical experience ‘has
no support’ (nirddhara). None of the more or
less numerous asanas foreseen by Hatha-Yoga
is deemed authentic by the Yoga of Ka$mir.
Every experience of consciousness represents
the sole asana, the inner one (antarika); all
others are only imitations.

I was personally able to verify, from my
conversations with Pran nathji, the central
role of ‘contemplation in action’ in the living
tradition of Kasmiri yoga. Once conscious-
ness has become spontaneous and is firmly

stable and internal vitality is simultaneously
flowing through all the veins, Yoga becomes
a participating presence in ordinary daily
activities. Samvit-riipa-avesa exists, without
distinction, in every experience. Every expe-
rience, whether pleasant or unpleasant, is
imbued with that unique consciousness,
which delights in taking different forms.
From such a point of view therefore, there
is no border between what is ‘spiritual’ and
what is ‘ordinary’: the radiant consciousness
of Siva shines in everything. We have only
to remove the obstacles that veil this living
and conscious light, from which everything
is made.

On such a basis, for applied Yoga great impor-
tance is attributed to the so-called krama-
mudra, an inner disposition, firmly anchored
in a corporeal centre while fully addressing
outside activities. This is an integrated and
extremely elevated psycho-physical condition
of non-dual Yoga. Having eliminated this ficti-
tious barrier separating the so-called inner
world from the so-called outer world, only the
vital link between the two ‘worlds’ remains:
a diffused and omnipervasive consciousness.

Lakshman Joo, quoting the Kramasutra?®,
describes the krama-mudra as a ‘non-mudra@,
a state of absorption (samavesa) achieved
effortlessly by the yogin, who merely observes
and performs all ordinary activity with the
same quality of focus that he has achieved
within. This non-dual condition, in which
cit-kundalint is permanently stabilised, is the
absolute goal of the para-yogin, since Yoga is
Life. «



t Ekohambahusyam, as already stated in one
of the oldest Upanisads (Chandogya 6.2.3). Siva
is called Bahtirupa (of the many forms) in the
Svacchanda-tantra.

2 See, in this connexion, G. Lussana 2017.

3Cf. for example Svacchanda-tantra4.374ab or
Matanga-paramesvara-tantra YP 2.10c-IIb.

4An ancient teaching handed down from
generation to generation by Kasmiri women
says, “Let me have the power of action where
there is nothing to be done. Let me have the
power of contemplation where there is nothing
to contemplate”. The meaning is that ‘there is
always something that can come into being’,
since life ‘has nothing that exceeds it”: it is the
generative power par excellence. This recalls
in Western mystical tradition the value of life
exalted in the Gospel of John, in which Father
and Son ‘make alive’ (zoopoiéin), give authentic
life, that is not born and does not die. See, in this
connexion, F. Jullien 2019: 52.

>Cf. R. Gnoli, 1956: 279 - 90. The tantra
considered by R. Gnoli is especially Svacchanda-
tantra (KSTS, 1921, cap. VII) on which
Abhinavagupta bases his discourse in cap. VI of
the Tantraloka.

®Netra-tantra, 1, 25d. In this paper we refer

in particular to the Netra-tantra and its
systematisation of Yoga (especially chapters. VI,
VII and VIIL). Cf. B. Bdumer 2019.

’See the well-known quotation, occurring often
in Ka$miri works: prak samvit prane parinata,
attributed to BhattaKallata (Tattvartha-cintamani,
lost commentary on the Siva-stitra, about IX
century).

8 Netra-tantra, cap. VII. Abhinavagupta considers
three distinct paths of Yoga (upaya), which he
takes from the Malinivijayottara-tantra. Anava is
minimal yoga ‘of psycho-physical techniques’,
sakta is the yoga of awareness, which constitutes
the training essential to increasing and
stabilising mental presence, and sambhava is

the “‘divine’ level, requiring no kind of effort or
technique. This third path, immediate and fruit
of an instantaneous intuition of the deep essence
of each individual, coincides with a fully-aware
savouring of the liberated condition, in practice
with a ‘non-yoga’ or ‘non-means’ (anupaya).
Netra-tantra, our main point of reference in this
work, adopts a slightly different classification

and calls these three different upayas: sthula-
dhyana, ‘corporeal’ yoga, siuksma-dhyana, the
yoga that trains the vital breath, para-dhyana,
supreme and spontaneous yoga.

°See S. Laksman]oo, Kashmir Shaivism, The Secret
Supreme. 2016: 117 et seq. In this paper I refer
more especially to exegesis on the source texts
of mediaeval Tantrism by Swami Lakshman]oo
(died 1991), a spiritual master considered a saint
in the still-living tradition of Kasmirl Saivism.
During my recent stay at Srinagar I was able

to verify for myself the mark — particularly
experiential and practical - that Laksman]oo’s
teaching has left on the community around

the ashram founded by him. His contribution
was consequently fundamental, not only for
knowledge of philosophical and religious
speculation on the Trika, but particularly for the
conservation and diffusion of applied Yoga.

10Tvi: 121.

" Raffaele Torella most effectively translates
Utpaladeva’s vikasa as “joy”. Cf. N .Rastogi, in
RTorella, B.Baumer (Eds) 2016: 171. Rastogi
refers to a celebrated article by Gopinath Kaviraj,
“The Doctrine of Pratibha in Indian Philosophy”
(1923-24 ABORI, Poona). See also sl. 26 of the
Vijianabhairava-tantra in which this joy is
described as expansion and light.

2In our talks, Pran nathji noted the
characteristics of this ‘falling in love’ which, in
Kasmairl tradition, is ‘rise in love’ rather than fall
inlove’.

13Kasmiri Yoga does not consider only the 6
cakra, recognised by Tantrism as a whole, but the
same number of vyoman or stinya (spaces): the
living spaces (asunya /sanya) in which energy can
move.

4 According to the view of the Netra-tantra,

the kula-prakriya corresponds to the path of
cit-kundalint, which does not require techniques
or a gradual process through the cakra, but is an
instantaneous and effortless path, guided only
by an increase in attention. The slow progress
(prana- kundaliny), utilising the various tools of
Yoga practice corresponds to tantra-prakriya.

15S. Lakshman Joo 1982: cap.2.

16Vasugupta’s Spanda Karika & Kshemaraja’s
Spandasandoha, The Mystery of Vibrationless-

Vibration in Kashmir Shaivism, revealed by S.
Lakshman Joo,2016: 49



7The fact that a life, a consciousness greater
than we are, brings us to fruition, unknown by
us as it were, recalls a passage by R. M. Rilke
which says: “Even if we don’t desire it: God
ripens” (Rainer Maria Rilke, 2016: Letters to a
Young Poet, 60)

18See VijianaBhairava, The Manual for Self
Realization, revealed by Lakshman Joo, 2016:
Comment $1.68.

©1vi: §L. 62.

20R. Torella 2013: 114 “Lo ‘schiudersi’ & quella
realta che sottende a ogni pensiero, e che
dunque abbraccia in questo caso i due pensieri
indipendenti, essendone in ultima analisi la
fonte unica.” [The ‘opening’ is that reality which
underlies every thought and which therefore
encompasses in this case the two independent
thoughts, being in the ultimate analysis their
unique source.]

2 Kumbhaka as early as in Patafijala-yoga is not
the absence of breath, but vital breath become so
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deals with the question of mantra from

an integral point of view, bearing in mind
metaphysics, cosmology, language, music
and psychology. The first part was published
in the Summer Solstice issue of Transcultural
Dialogues (May 2019). This is the second part
of the rather long essay, originally published
in French.

Translation by Adrian Navigante
Revision by Kenneth Hurry



03 / WINTER SOLSTICE

Alain Daniélou at the Labyrinth in 1985 (photo by Jacques Cloarec)

In the Kali-Yuga (the age in which we live), the
path of music, the path of raga, is regarded as
more accessible than mantra-yoga, since it is
not intellectual and active but rather intui-
tive and passive. These characteristics are in
consonance with the present age, in which
the feminine aspect is emphasized as the
best means of self-realisation and access to
spiritual values.

If we examine the organs used to manifest
spoken language, we notice that, like all
the organs of our body, the organ of speech
presents symbolic characteristics. It is not by

chance that our hand has five fingers, that
each one of the fingers has three phalanges,
that our body has certain proportions, that
our eye is solar and our ear labyrinthine.
The organ of speech has the form of a yantra.
The arch of the palate is shaped like a demi-
sphere, similar to the celestial one. There, we
find five special points of articulation which
enable us to pronounce five main vowels,
two secondary and two resulting ones, all of
which are symbolically related to the nine
planets, two of which are normally invisible.

The fifty-four sounds forming the stuff of
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speech are classified in a mysterious formu-
lary called the mahesvara siitra, which, by
means of a hierarchy of articulate sounds,
mirrors the emergence of the Universe from
the Divine Verb. Nandike$vara’s commen-
tary on the mahesvara stitra (which pre-dates
Panini’s grammar in the V century BCE)
explains this particular classification of
sounds and its fundamental meaning from a
very abstract point of view, but we can find
applications of it in all aspects of manifested
reality, for example at the basis of every
science. Nandikesvara also points to the corre-
spondences between vowels in language and
sounds in music. The nine (seven main and
two secondary) vowels are seen as parallels to
the musical notes, the planets and the colours.
The parallels between the notes of the musical
scale and the vowel sounds of articulated
language are self-evident — and incidentally
they have the same name: svara.

In his Rudra Damaru, Nandike$vara estab-
lishes correspondences between vowels and
musical notes in an unexpected way, since he
does it on the basis of the tetrachord instead of
the octave. Sa, the tonic devoid of fixed value,
which we call for the sake of convenience
“do” (c), corresponds to the vowel a, which
is the basis for all other vowels. In fact, the
tonic forms the basis on which all other notes
depend and to which they owe their exist-
ence. “Re” (d), called rsabha (the bull), corre-
sponds to i, that is, to energy (Sakti). Ga, e-flat,
corresponds to u, which in turn stands for the
materialised principle — source of life, sensa-
tion and emotion. These three basic notes
are surrounded by e natural, which corre-

sponds to the vowel é (as in the French “je”)
standing for the personified god, whereas in
the other tetrachord, b natural corresponds
to U (as in the French “tu”), which stands for
maya, the illusion of matter. “Fa” corresponds
to the vowel ¢, the principle endowed with its
power, its Sakti, represented by the moon, the
female symbol. Sol corresponds to o, the prin-
ciple indwelling its own creation, the symbol
of which is the sun, the male principle. It is
therefore the note “sol” that corresponds to
the syllable AUM. Subsequently we have
the note corresponding to the open vowel e,
which stands for the mirror of the universe
upon its principle. This is the path of reinte-
gration or yoga. Open o corresponds to b flat
major and evokes the universal law (dharma),
determining the development of the world
like a fetus in the divine womb.

We can see that the essential basis of musical
expression is focused on the first trichord: c,
d, e flat. Cis the neuter base from which all the
intervals can be constructed. D (9/8), arising
from the number 3, stands for the Sakti and
expresses movement, strength, aggression.
It is with e flat that the element of life, sensi-
tivity and emotion appears.

Consonants are shaped at the same five points
of articulation as vowels by efforts directed
either inwards or outwards, either by projec-
tion or by attraction, for example k outwards
and g inwards, or t outwards and d inwards.
Consonants can be de-aspirated (t) or aspi-
rated (th).

Every language consists of monosyllabic enti-
ties forming autonomous elements added to

Primordial language, according to Sanskrit grammarians, was
essentially monosyllabic. This is the language of mantras, from
which all other languages have emerged.
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each other to compose complex words. The
meaning of a word is the sum of the meanings
of the differentsyllables. Primordiallanguage,
according to Sanskrit grammarians, was
essentially monosyllabic. This is the language
of mantras, from which all other languages
have emerged. In this language, sounds —
due already to their point of articulation
and the nature of the effort to produce them
— help represent fundamental principles. The
language of mantras can therefore be seen as
the true language in which sound is the exact
representation of a principle. In this sense,
ham, the guttural sound stemming from a, is
the mantra of ether, the latter being the prin-
ciple of space and time as well as the sphere
of the sense of hearing. Yam, stemming from
palatal i, is the mantra of air or gaseous state
corresponding to the sense of touching. Ram,
stemming from cerebral € (1), is the mantra of
the igneous state or fire, which corresponds to
the sense of sight. Vam, stemming from labial
u, is the mantra of the liquid state or water,
sphere of taste. The last demi-vowel, dental 1,
stemming from U (lr), constitutes a separate
group. The syllable lam symbolises the solid
state or earth, corresponding to the sense of
smell, which is also perceptible by all other
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Sr1 Yantra, a sacred diagram with multiple meanings,
among which that of a simultaneously luminous and
sonic vibration channeling the universal manifestation
of the ultimate principle, whose first determination is
symbolised by the central point.

senses. In the organ of speech, the syllable
aum contains guttural a, labial u and cere-
bral resonance m. This constitutes a triangle
circumscribing all possibilities of sound
articulation, that is, the totality of language,
and thus everything that can be expressed
through language. Its multiple meanings
are explained in the Tantras and in certain
Upanisads, especially in the Chandogya. The
Mahesvara Sitra explains the basic sense of
all possibilities of articulation and shows how
—upon this basis —roots can be built that will
represent the most complex ideas through
their multiple combinations. The different
possibilities of pronunciation concerning
vowels, for example long or short, high or low,
natural or nasal, make a total of 162 different
vowel sounds that can be modelled with the
aid of five consonant groups with airflow or
occlusion, with or without aspiration, making
a total of 33 consonants. This group constitutes
the totality of the material susceptible of being
used in spoken language. This shows that by
using Nandike$vara’s method we can explain
the formation of words in each language.

Musical language seems in a certain way
more abstract and more primordial than



spoken language. It consists purely of
frequency relationships and vibrations that
can be traced back to purely numerical rela-
tions. This is a direct image of the process of
manifestation out of the Verb (corresponding
to the origin of the world), that is, of ener-
gy-codes and pure vibrations of which all
elements are constituted. The mathematical
principles on which musical language rests
can be compared to the geometric symbolism
of yantras. The latter are diagrams evoking
the fundamental energy principles or deities
on which all sacred art is based. The fact
that we are unable to recognize accurately
and reproduce the fifty-four different sounds
within an octave is not accidental, but rather
due to the fact that we can grasp only certain
simple numeric relationships corresponding
to different combinations of factors 2, 3 and
5. In Indian music, we use only twenty-two
of these sounds, or twenty-four if we count
the tonic and the octave, but only in relation
to one single basic sound. As soon as the basic
sound is altered, other intervals appear.

The sounds of musical language relate to affec-
tive elements and have a direct impact on our
psyche. They create different emotional states
called rasa, such as love, tenderness, fear,
heroism, horror and peace. There are corre-
spondences between our different forms of
perception and the structures of matter and
life, since both realms are interdependent.
We can therefore establish parallels between
colours and sounds, or planets and musical
notes. This is no arbitrary comparison, but
an observation of identical characteristics
evoking cosmological principles related to the
very nature of the world. Whether we repre-
sent the origin of the world as a cry, or a word
in the theory of the Verb, or as an explosion
of energy (like the big bang), the question
remains the same. The world develops within
the limits of its own possibilities according to
a plan, a kind of genetic code. All its aspects

have parallel structures that can be traced
back to a common origin, and it is through
these parallelisms that we can have an idea
of the nature of the world, since they are the
object of all research and all veritable science.
Perception and its object are strictly coor-
dinated and stem from the same principles.
They are made for each other within a pattern
of intense interdependency, which is why we
have a distinct sense to perceive each one of
the states of matter or the elements.

Geometric figures forming yantras present a
system of symbolic relations parallel to that
of musical and articulated sounds (mantras).
The parallels that can be established between
colours and musical notes are complex, since
their difference consists of $ruti or micro-in-
tervals. They depend on the relationships
between sounds and not on their absolute
pitch. In modal music, we must first consider
the invariable notes forming the framework
of ragas. If we consider “do” as tonic, like “sa”,
it appears as multicolour and corresponds
to the point in the yantras, to the nasal reso-
nance or anusvara in the mantras.

The triangle with the tip at the top is the
symbol of fire, in this case considered as a
male principle. It corresponds to the colour
red, to “re” in the range of music and to the
vowel i of the mantras. The triangle with the
tip at the bottom is the symbol of water, here
considered as a female principle. It corre-
sponds to the colour of pearl, the moon, the
note “fa” and the vowel U (Ir) of the mantras.
The circle, a solar symbol, corresponds to the
note “sol”, to the colours black or golden and
to the vowel é (1) of the mantras. The square,
symbol of the earth, has a yellow colour,
evokes the sense of smell and corresponds to
the note “la”.

All the other notes of the scale are mobile and,
depending on their sruti, their exact relation-
ship with the tonic corresponds to a colour of



the sruti category, the sruti-jati, to which they
belong and which determines their expres-
sive value, the feeling or evoked rasa.

The srutis are divided into five categories
corresponding to different rasas or genres of
emotion evoked by them. They can therefore
evoke a feeling of quiet joy (blue), aggres-
sion (red), eroticism (orange), vanity (green),
confidence (yellow), melancholy (grey), fear
or repulsion (purple). Thus the “mi” or third
harmonicisblue, whereas the “mi+”, obtained
by fifths, is orange. The superimposed trian-
gles that we call the seal of Salomon represent
the union of opposites, the union of sexes,
also like the cross, whose vertical line is the
symbol of fire (male principle) and the hori-
zontal line that of water (female principle).
This symbol corresponds to the relationship

To achieve a strong and lasting psychological
effect, the modal system (found in Indian or
Iranian music) is by far the most efficient. The
reason is simple: the basic sound, or tonic, is
fixed during a musical performance, there-
fore each interval, for example a third or a
fifth, will always correspond to the same
sound, to the same frequency. This sound
repeats itself, returns and is permanently
charged with the same meaning. Such repeti-
tive action has profound effects. If it happens
to be a soothing blue third, listeners will little
by little feel relaxed. If, on the contrary, it is
an aggressive third perpetually stimulating
their ear, the listeners will step out of their
apathy and feel more energetic and vigorous.
Sound categories work in this sense like
drugs, and precisely for this reason the modal

The language of mantras can be seen as the true language in
which sound is the exact representation of a principle.

of “sol” (3/2) and of “fa”, a female symbol (with
a relationship of 2/3). The starlit pentagon
is the symbol of life and the sign of Shiva. It
corresponds in music to e flat major and to
the series of expressive intervals in which
the factor 5 is represented and of which the
harmonic minor third is the clearest expres-
sion.

It is the subtle differences in its sounds that
enables music to have a profound psycho-
logical effect. Following the Srutis for a given
scale, every melodic form built upon this scale
will have either a soothing and pacifying
effect or a stimulating one. It is no coincidence
that military music styles use instruments
like trumpets, which can only emit sounds of
the red series: aggressive and stimulating.

system enables real therapeutic action to be
applied in music-therapy with great success
— of course on condition that the sounds be
emitted with great precision. For this very
reason, the sounds of contemporary music are
sometimes very scary.

The question that arises is the following: are
we confronted with arbitrary approximations
based on coincidence or rather with constants
revealing essential aspects of the nature of
manifestation? We know in any case that we
are dealing with the limits that shape our
perception of the world, but what for us seems
an unresolvable question does not pose any
problem for Hindu theoreticians. Such corre-
spondences enable them to explain the power
of mantras as well as the psychological effect



of musical intervals. It is easy to regard these
theories and the correspondences put forward
by them as arbitrary — as has occurred many
times. It is also true that such principles are
sometimes misunderstood and applied in a
way that oscillates between the whimsical
and the absurd. We can very well bring to
mind the example of the Chinese philosopher
who, knowing that there were five elements,
defined them as earth, water, fire, silk and
bamboo. By means of the yogic experience, we
can verify the reality of certain fundamental
factors, and in the practice of music we can
experience the psychological effect of sounds
and the connexion between our perceptions
and numeric factors independently of any
theoretical approach.

Indian cosmology as a method does not begin
with sense experience in order to ascend to
the principles, but, on the contrary, takes
research on universal principles as a starting

point, and subsequently finds their appli-
cation to the different aspects of the visible
and invisible world. This approach is called
Samkhya, “study of the measurable”. This
definition has something in common with
the idea of science according to contempo-
rary scholars and philosophers. If applied to
articulated or musical language, it establishes
existing connexions between sounds, ideas
and emotional states, which no other method
can achieve. The study of parallels between
different aspects of the world can also open
a channel of communication (through the
magicalpowerofsound, gesturesand symbols)
between the different states of being, not only
among humans but also between humans and
non-humans (spirits and gods). Ultimately it
can lead the practitioner beyond the limits of
the senses and attain, in the innermost part
of ourselves, transcendent reality, the deepest
and most essential aim of yoga.
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