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to the childhood of the human race appeals
even to grown-up individuals in civilised
societies. Bernard Shaw has remarked
that there is evidence for a law of conser-
vation of credulity. Our appetite for the
marvellous still persists in the hidden
recesses of the mind. Stories of
miracles are to be found in the
Bible and in the Iliterature of most
religions. It is these defects which first
strike the superficial observer who 1is
unable to separate the pearls of truth and
wisdom from the shells in which they are
imbedded. Macaulay made fun of the
history and geography of the Hindus, * of
history abounding with kings thurty feet
high and reigns thirty thousand ycars long,
and geography made up of seas of treacle
and seas of butter’”. But no cducated
Hindu takes these descriptions for history
or geography. .

Dismissing these stories as intended for
the entertainment of undeveloped minds,
we find in the Bhagavata the highest
truths of religion and philosophy and the
highest principles of ethics expounded in
appropriate language. The lilt of the verse
in the Bhagavata has a peculiar charm
of 1its own; it varies with the occasion
as 1t 18 gay or grave, from the lighter
and swift moving measure of the madrigal
and the pastoral song to the slow‘and
solemn measure of the hymn. There
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is a solemnity and grandeur in the
devotional songs which attunes the
mind to the high theme. It is &
poem to suit different modes and emotions,
the mood of adoration or worship, of
sorrow or joy, of peace and tranquillity,
of discontent with the things of the world
and a desire for freedom from its trammels,
of humility and regret over wasted
opportunities for salvation, of perplexity
about the mysteries of the universe and
the ways of God or of passionate yearning
for union with God. While the Western
mind prefers to contemplate God in the
role of a law-giver, a judge or a friend,
the Hindu mind prefers to dwell upon the
conception of God in His incarnation as a
child, a son, a lover, a hero, a guide and
counsellor, a protector of the oppressed
and the humble and the pure in heart,
and a saviour. This is the secret of the
special charm of the Krishna Avatara.

The virtues ascribed by the author to
the Deity may sometimes appear to be
carried to extremes. Like the God of the
Israelites, the God of the Hindus is described
as partial to the Devas or Suras who are
His chosen people. This favouritism is
snaccountable in view of the fact that the
Gods or Suras are, like the Gods of Greek
antiguity, not patterns of morality, and
the” Asuras or Titans are very often
superior to the Gods i1n courage, chivalry,
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(devotion) and  Virakti (detachmeut).
Attractive stories are a vehicle emvployed
by the Hindu sages for teaching morality
ard religion. The author of the Bhagavata
bas largely availed himself of this method.

The sage Vvasa who had edited the
Vedasx and composed the Mahabharata
did not attain serenity or happiness in spite
of the completion of his labours and his
immersion in philosophy and religion. If
there was any philosopher who could
have appreciated the truth of the
Vedanta philosophy and enjoyed inti-
macy with the formless Absolute (Nirguna
Brahman), it was Vyasa. He was
told by Narada that he could attain
peace of mind and happiness only by
dwelling upon the incarnations of Lord
Vasudeva snd singing his glory.

The stories of the Deity and His miraculous
intervention to help His votaries often
read like fairy tales. They are not, however,
accepted by the thoughful at their face value.
It is pointed out by Sri Sankaracharya
that the object of myth and legend in
the Vedas 1s merely to lure the mind
to the truths of religion. The stories are
treated as mere Arthavada ({(eulogistic)
and not as facts. If, notwithstanding the
progress of knowledge. educated people
still 'li.«‘;ten with delight to these stories,
it 18" because even they have not outgrown
the credulity of childbood. What appeals
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Indian sages for inculcating the principles
of ethics or the tenets of religion. The
Bhagavata shares the defects of Puranas
generally. It 1s full of incredible stories
and miracles, and embodies divergent
philosophical doctrines, divers cults, stories
intended to exalt some particular incarnation
or manifestation of the Deity and stories
which do not hesitate to attribute faults
of character to God or which may appear
to the reader to have an immoral tendency.
It 18 not free from the bias of sectarianism.
Its literary merit is not uniform and is
so uneven 1n substance and in style that
we may reasonably suspect many interpola-
tions and the work of more hands than one.
The style i1s often harsh and rugged, involving
highly artificial combinations of words. It
has got its peculiar terminology. In this
respect 1t compares unfavourably with the
Ramayana. In spite of these defects,
the Bhagavata has acquired a wonderful
hold upon the minds of Hindus. It has a
fascination even for the minds of those who,
like myself, are keenly alive to its defects.

What is the secret of the appeal that the
Bhagavata makes even to the mind of the
educated Hindu ? The main theme of the
Bhagavata is the importance of Haribhakti
or devotion to God, especially in His manifes-
tation as Krishna. It is generally said that
the Bhagavata is par excellence the P&ana
which emphasises the value of Bhakti
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T has been the ambition of Mr. G. A.
Natesan to popularise the three most
important poems in the sacred literature
of India by bringing out abridgments of
the original Sanskrit texts with an English
translation. He first brought out an
abridgment of Valmiki’'s Ramayana, the
most famous Kavya in the classical litera-
ture of India. This was i1mmediately
followed by the abridgment of the
Mahabharata, the greatest Itihasa. His
latest venture i1s the abridgment of the
Srimad Bhagavata which<gpay be justly
described as the greatest and most popular
of the Puranas. Ev;x% hrao®- has neces-
sarily to deal with a certain number of
topics according to traditional conventions,
and the manner of treatment of these topics
is more or less on similar lines. But each
Purana is further intended to serve
a special purpose. The Puranas generally
contain a strange medley of fables and
fairy tales, philosophy and religion, myth
and legend. It is not easy for a Western
J to appreciate the teaching and
val e of our Purapas without a knowledge
of the methods employed by the ancient
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