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FOREWORD
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One of the curious, but rather saddening, aspects of colonialism in Asia was that those of us who managed to get an education at all were largely educated in the language and culture of our foreign rulers. While we learned “A is for Apple” (in a part of the world where apples don’t grow) and while we were lulled to sleep by parents (as I was) with long recitations from Shakespeare or Tennyson, we never had a chance to learn our own classics. It took a major effort and considerable intellectual stubbornness to explore, say, the great Sanskrit literature of ancient India.

At the same time, Westerners, more concerned with imposing foreign cultures on Asians than in learning about the cultures they were ruling, did not do a great deal toward fostering Asian studies in their own schools and colleges. For the most part, it has been only since the end of World War II. and the ensuing end of colonialism, that the great literature of Asia has been authoritatively translated and has found an audience in the West.

To me, in an age when we are urged by politicians to “understand” one another (although they never seem to tell us how to understand a foreign nation), the best bridge between cultures is literature. Most of us have not the opportunity to travel very widely, and even if we do, we usually cannot stay in a country long enough to “understand” or appreciate the culture. Writers—often accidentally—help us to this goal. They work from some core of truth in themselves and their perception of their world. In a way, this is a splendid and enjoyable short cut to that vital grasp of another civilization.

The Kama Sūtra is a perfect case in point. Erotica, in the West, is considered rather wicked. Possibly it is the Puritan tradition that persuades people that sex is wrong —or, at least, something to be ashamed of and not to be mentioned in polite society. India, prudish as it is in many ways, seems on this score to be more realistic.

In most Hindu temples, in the many-layered carvings, you will usually see a panel depicting scenes from Hindu mythology or religious stories or various aspects of different deities. You will also see bas-reliefs of artists, musicians, dancers, in another panel. And, finally, you come to the erotic sculptures, boldly emblazoned in all their grandeur on the temple walls. In the very heart of a Siva temple you will find the lingam—a classic phallic symbol of the god that is both the creator and destroyer. If it seems odd to foreigners that such a symbol should stand in a place of worship, to Indians it is the most natural, most obvious sign of “the Creator.”

The point of these diverse subjects for sculpture is, of course, that Hindus feel that the full human life must concern itself with religious, sexual, and artistic experience. Consequently all must be shown in that center of Hindu life—the temple.

So, perhaps, if a reader comes to The Kāma Sūtra with modesty and an open mind, he will enjoy the literature and also learn an important facet of a foreign civilization.

 

SANTHA RAMA RAU

New York City  
May 1962




 INTRODUCTION
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A literary and historical classic which has survived for over a millennium should need no Introduction. The Kāma Sūtra, however, is from India, and since much of the Western world is still plunged in ignorance concerning Indian civilization, an Introduction is not only justifiable, it is necessary. Even today, schools give hardly more than a casual passing reference to India, while colleges and universities, for the most part, still consider Indology an esoteric subject. This is both shameful and harmful—shameful in that academic institutions in a democratic society have failed in their responsibility to provide means for enlightening its people about the major events and ideas of the world’s second largest country, and harmful because in the absence of this knowledge serious errors in interpretation and judgment have been made.

There is an Indian proverb which states that Truth is like a diamond that has many facets and no view can claim to see its entirety. The Kāma Sūtra of Vātsyūyana enables us to see yet another view of society and customs. This is well, for we cannot, without error and arrogance, proclaim Truth merely by having recourse to our own history, values, and cultural foundations. The purpose of studying about other countries is not to learn how we can “deal” with them, but rather to learn what we can learn from them. I am convinced that no one can justly claim to interpret or understand contemporary Indian society,  thought, or problems without some knowledge of the major forces of ancient Indian civilization.




THE BACKGROUND OF THE Kāma Sūtra 

The object of this Introduction is to give some of the more important concepts, traditions, and legends relating to kāma in ancient India. This will help us to place the  Kāma Sūtra within a framework which, we hope, shows both how it was affected by the society from which it arose and how, in turn, it affected aspects of Indian civilization. The Kāma Sūtra is not only a thoroughly delightful and readable book; it is also one of India’s most important original works, giving us an insight into the history, politics, secular life, and social customs of ancient India. In view of the paucity of original sources at our disposal concerning ancient India, the evidence contained in the Kāma Sūtra  becomes even more significant. In Sanskrit, kāma  means desire, affection, love, lust, sensual pleasure, and the like. It is also one of the four purusārthas or goals of life.  Kāma may also refer to the Indian god of love who, in some ways, is similar to Cupid or Eros in Western mythology. Sūtra, in this context, refers to the style of writing used by the author. This style consists of the use of aphorisms, short rules, or precepts. Thus, this work is called Kāma Sūtra owing to its subject and style.

There have been many other Kāma Sūtras and this work by Vātsyāyana (pronounced as Vaht-syah′-yana) admits to being a compendium of previous texts written by authors lost in the haze of legend. Even the Kāma Sūtras of those writers who seem to have some historical existence, such as Svetāketu or Dattaka, are not available to us. The earliest writer, Nandin, is said to have composed his Kāma Sūtra  in one thousand chapters. He is sometimes identified as the attendant of Siva who recited the Kāma Sūtra while the high god was engaged in intercourse with his divine consort, Pārvatī. We cannot rule out the possibility that he actually lived, and the Nandikeśvara mentioned by Kok-kola, another writer on kāma, may refer to Nandin. But there is no clear evidence of this and we really know nothing for certain about Nandin. Ṥvetāketu, the next author, is said to have abridged Nandin’s work to five hundred chapters. He is mentioned in the Chāndogya Upaniṣad as Uddālaka’s son who held discussions at an assembly house  (ṣamiti). The Brhadāranyaka Upaniṣad also speaks of Ṥvetāketu going to an assembly (pariṣad) of the Pañcāla tribes.1 In a discussion which ensued, Svetāketu had to admit ignorance concerning certain philosophical questions. The sexual symbolism of one of these is given in a later passage which says, “Woman is fire, O Gautama, her haunch the fuel; the hairs on her body the smoke; the  yoni, the flame; intercourse, the coals; the fits of enjoyment, the sparks. The gods offer seed in this fire. From this offering man springs forth. He lives as long as he lives.” 2

Charms, magic, and incantations have a special place in the sphere of sex. This is true even today when manufacturers offer potions which are based on the principles of homeopathic or sympathetic magic to restore or increase virility. Like produces like, and the extract of some organ of an animal noted for its virility is supposed to produce virility in man. The dividing line between sex and religion is not always clear, and in all religions one is an   aspect of the other. Another passage from the Bṛhadāraṇ-yaka Upaniṣad indicates this very well.

Prajapāti (the Lord of Creation) thought to himself: “Let me provide a firm foundation.” So he created woman. When he had created her, he honored her below. Therefore one should honor women below. He stretched out for himself that stone which projects.3 With that he impregnated her. Her lap is a sacrificial altar; her hairs, the sacrificial grass; her skin, the soma-press. The two lips of the yoni are the fire in the middle. Verily, indeed, as great as is the world of the person who performs the Vājapeya sacrifice [the drink of strength], just as great is the world of him who practices sexual intercourse knowing this. He takes the good deeds of women to himself. But he who practices sexual intercourse without knowing this —women take his good deeds for themselves.4

It seems dear from the evidence that Ṥvetāketu dealt with the subject of kāma His abridgment of Nandin’s treatise was further summarized by Babhravya. All we know about the latter is that Vātsyāyana consulted his work of one hundred and fifty chapters.

Another writer was Dattācharya, the son of a Brahman of Mathura who settled in Pātaliputra (the modem Patna). His mother died shortly after his birth and he was adopted and given the name Dattaka (adopted son). Under the belief that prostitutes were skilled in worldly wisdom, he decided to obtain an education by keeping company with them. At their request he composed a treatise about their methods of operation and techniques. Except for the quotations from his work by Vātsyāyana in the Kāma Sūtra and a few references by various Indian   dramatists, nothing remains. Other authors quoted by Vātsyāyana, such as Gonikaputra, Ghotakamukha, Gonarda, Charayana, and Suvarnanabha, also wrote on various aspects of the subject of kāma. We learn practically nothing about them from the available Sanskrit texts. Vātsyāyana appears to have consulted most of these works while writing his own Kāma Sūtra, which is divided into seven sections, thirty-six chapters, and sixty-four topics—a very considerable reduction of Nandin’s one thousand chapters.

The date of Vātsyāyana is still a matter of some dispute. The dates assigned to him by scholars range from the sixth century B.C. to the sixth century A.D. The sixth-century B.C. dating can generally be discounted. It is largely based on a commentary, probably written in the thirteenth century A.D., from which the editor interpreted the numbers “twice twenty-four” as 2424 of the present Hindu time cycle, the Kali yuga, or 677-76 years before the Christian era. Available evidence seems to indicate that this date is either a forgery or a misinterpretation. This narrows the dating down from the fourth century B.C. to the sixth century A.D. Arguments exist for both extremes. There are many factors involved. Vātsyāyana mentions a number of kings in the course of his book. The inference is, of course, that these kings, such as Ṥātakarṇi Sātavāhana of Kuntal, and others, lived before Vātsyāyana. The Hāthigumpha inscription of about 150 B.C. mentions Ṥātakarṇi and suggests he was the third king of the Andhra dynasty. Unhappily, this reading is not clear and some scholars believe he was the thirteenth king of the dynasty. There is also the problem of the precise identification of Ṥātakarṇi.

Another method of dating compares the similarities of the Kāma Sūtra with the Arthaṥāstra of Kautilya. The assumption is that Kautilya was the prime minister of  Candragupta Maurya whose dates are usually set at 322- 298 B.C. While likenesses certainly exist between the two texts, the date of Kautilya is still disputed, and some scholars place him in the third century A.D. Vātsyāyana seems to be later than Kautilya and thus the fourth century A.D. is suggested for the Kāma Sūtra. The greatest of Sanskrit poets and dramatists, Kālidāsa,5 regards Vāt-syāyana as a venerable sage. Unfortunately, the date of Kālidāsa is itself subject to controversy, being placed anywhere between the first century B.C. and the fifth century A.D. Scholars continue to work on the problems of ancient Indian chronology and it is possible that one day we shall reach greater precision in our dating. The Kāma Sūtra, as a historical document, provides many clues which may help us to solve some of the chronological difficulties. At the present time, however, there is insufficient clear evidence to date the Kāma Sūtra accurately. In terms of Western history, it probably falls between the rule of Alexander and the reign of Constantine, i.e., the third century B.C. to the third century A.D. My own view is that it was written nearer the latter date.

Vātsyāyna’s Kāma Sūtra is acknowledged to be one of the greatest Hindu books in existence. As a textbook on  kāma, it is unequaled in the literature of any country. There are at least five commentaries on it excluding the  Vātsyāyana Sūtra Sāva by Kṣemendra. Other famous Indian works on kāma include the Rati-Rahasyam by Kok-kola, which may be placed about the twelfth century A.D. and which itself has at least four commentaries. The AnangaRanga, probably the most famous text after the   Kāma Sūtra, was composed about the fifteenth century A.D. by Kalyāṇamalla. There are numerous minor Indian works on erotics as well.

There is a belief among many people that the Indians, and especially those of ancient times, spent their lives wrapped in meditation about future lives and spiritual problems. Some even suggest that this “other-worldly” aspect of Indian life was responsible for the political disunity, lack of industrialization, and general apathy toward life which they felt was an inherent part of Indian civilization. India, for many even today, is a symbol for mysticism, yoga, and snake charmers. The other stereotype is to regard her as a backward land of teeming millions where the poverty-stricken people raise their bony hands for a crust of bread. Both of these beliefs are the result of colossal ignorance.




THE PURUṢĀRTHAS

What are the goals of life? What are the objects of human existence? Many of us do not have an answer to such questions. We fumble for solutions and perhaps suggest that man’s aim is to continue the species, enjoy himself, serve God, or something else. Western philosophy has been reluctant to give us a categorical and definitive answer. In India this was not so. From very ancient times the goals of human life (puruṣārthas) were defined and established. They were listed as dharma, artha, kāma, and  mokṣa. The first three, known as the trivarga, are to be practiced in this life, and if done successfully will lead to  mokṣa, which constitutes the ultimate liberation of the soul or spirit (ātman) from the cycle of rebirths (samāra ) through which man must pass in order to purify  himself from all evil before merging into the cosmic soul (Brahman). This is a simplified explanation (and therefore subject to the errors which all generalizations must contain) of the concept of mokṣa on which literally thousands of volumes have been written. Although one may achieve mokṣa by following the paths of knowledge, faith, good works, or devotion, it is a goal which is achieved through the successful fulfillment of other goals and not as an isolated or independent object.

Of the threefold objects, dharma is generally acknowledged to be the most important. Dharma means right conduct, in accordance with what is proper, cosmic law, the natural order of things, righteousness, and the like. It has kinship with the Western concept of natural law and the Chinese idea of tao. It is undoubtedly one of the most important concepts in Indian thought. “There is nothing higher than Dharma. Even a weak person is certain of defeating a more powerful one by Dharma, as a house-holder by the king. Thus, Dharma is Truth. Therefore they say of a person who speaks the Truth (Satya), he speaks Dharma or of a person who speaks Dharma, he speaks the Truth. They are both the same.” 6 To act adharma, or against Dharma, must indeed be contrary to the objects of life.  Dharma is said by some texts to be the source of artha and  kāma. Even the Kāma Sūtra recognizes this and states that  dharma is more important than its own subject matter. The great Hindu lawgiver, Manu, says that although one should strive for all goals, if there is a conflict with  dharma, then artha or kāma should be given up. The injunctions of the ancient texts are clear on the point that life must be lived in accordance with dharma. There is a   pattern, an order, a “rightness” for all things. In nature, it may be more obvious than in human society. Nevertheless, it is everywhere, and man should guide his personal and public affairs in accordance with it.

Artha means the accumulation of material goods, the pursuit of economic interests, obtaining wealth and material security, and other such ideals. Certainly other cultures have endorsed this view, but I do not think that they have expressly stated it as one of the objects of life. Not  the object, mark you, but only one of them, even though a very important one. Those who visualize the Indians as “other-worldly” seem to ignore this thought basic to Hinduism. The concept of Indian society makes two special provisions for the promotion of artha. As a class,7 the Vaiṥyas have as their special duty trading and other mercantile interests. The householder or Gṛhastha, as one of the four ideal stages of life,8 should accumulate economic possessions and provide for the security of his family. Thus, artha pervades both the social organization and the individual within the framework of Hinduism. As one might expect, Kauilya, the author of the Arthaśāstra, says that artha is the highest of the three since dharma and  kāma arise from artha. This, however, is a minority opinion and most authorities have no hesitation in proclaiming dharma as supreme.

The third trivarga is kāma. The Dharmaśāstras and   most other texts rank it as the least important of all. This does not mean that it is of minor significance. All of the  trivargas are extremely important and, ideally, one has an obligation to all three. It is only when there is a conflict that distinctions need be made as to priority. Even the  Kāma Sūtra is explicit about this and points out that there are exceptions, such as artha being the most important for a king and kāma for a public woman. The importance of  kāma is stressed by Bhima as a reply to Yudhisthira’s question as to which of the three should be foremost.

 

One without Kāma never wishes for Artha. One without Kāma never wishes for Dharma. One who is destitute of Kāma can never feel and wish. For this reason, Kāma is the foremost of the three.... Everything is pervaded by the principle of Kāma. A man outside the pale of Kāma never is, was or will be seen in this world. As butter represents the essence of curds, even so is Kāma the essence of Artha and Dharma. Oil is better than oil seeds. Ghee is better than sour milk. Flowers and fruits are better than wood. Just so, Kama is better than Dharma and Artha. As nectar is extracted from flowers, so is Kāma to be extracted from these two. Kāma is the parent of Dharma and Artha. Kāma is the soul of these two.” 9

 

Similar ideas are also found in a number of other ancient Indian texts.

Sexual desire is an obvious innate urge of all creatures, including mankind. There is no point in attempting to ignore this; indeed, that would be harmful. Sexual pleasures are also one of the most delightful joys of which man partakes. That they should become a dull routine chore merely for the purpose of reproduction is not only a tragedy in a very real sense; it is a gross denial of what we are. The Kāma Sūtra pleads for a balance of these values. Liquor in moderation is pleasant; intoxication is repulsive. Just so, excessive sexual indulgence and promiscuity are  adharma. The Kāma Sūtra clearly condemns the latter. But it also insists that sexual knowledge broadens the horizons for man’s rightful claim to sexual pleasures.

The idea of romantic love is sometimes considered to be a Western phenomenon and it is even suggested that such an idea does not exist at all in India. Much of this thinking is based on the understanding that love is not a prime factor for Hindus before they get married. To a large extent this is true. As a Hindu would say, “Once the kettle is boiling, the water can only become cooler.” Marriage is understood as the entrance to love and not an anticlimax to it. Nevertheless, the idea of a love-marriage has been recognized in India from ancient times and the lawbooks give it legal status as one of the various kinds of marriage, even if they do not wholly approve of it. The Mahābhārata  and other Indian sources contain numerous stories in which romantic love plays a very great part. We shall look at some of these legends later.




KAMA—THE GOD

Hinduism personifies a number of abstract qualities. Gods become the embodiment of a particular quality, such  as the Vedic god Varua being the lord of Dharma and water. Justice or punishment (daṇḍa) is also anthropomorphized as the god Daṇḍa. Kāma, the Indian god of love and sexual desire, shoots his flower arrows from a bow made of sugar cane strung with a row of bees. Like Eros, this youthful Indian god of love shoots his flowery arrows without regard to caste, customs, or public opinion. No one, whether mortal or god, has ever been able to ignore the shafts of Kāma or, as he is sometimes known, Ananga (the Body-less One). Even the great god Siva was not entirely immune from him, and the following story tells of their conflict and why Kāma is also known as Ananga.

Satī was the daughter of Dakśa Prajāpati and the first consort of Śiva. She was driven to grief and finally to death because her father continually insulted and abused her divine lord. Śiva went to a lonely corner of the Himālaya mountains and wrapped himself in meditation. The demon Tāraka was at that time harassing the gods, who were powerless against him. Indeed, it had been prophesied that only the son of Siva and a daughter of the Himālayas could be successful in defeating Tāraka. Satī had taken rebirth as Pārvatī, the beautiful daughter of the Mountain, but Siva continued in meditation. The gods resolved to marry Śiva again to Pārvatī, who, in any case, refused to have any other husband. She went to the great god to make offerings, but he completely ignored her. Meanwhile, Indra, the king of the gods, had secured the services of Kāma in this venture. When the god of love released his flower shaft at Siva, even he could not remain oblivious to it. The disturbed Mahā Yogi (Great Ascetic) looked around in anger for the source of his discomfort and, seeing Kāma, at once burned him to ashes with fire that issued from his third eye. The beautiful Pārvatī resigned herself to asceticism  near her lord. He finally noticed and fell in love with her. At a great ceremony they were married and she gave birth to the war-god Skanda. It was he who, in fulfillment of the prophecy, killed Tāraka.

Rati (Pleasure), the wife of Kāma, was filled with grief at the death of her husband and blamed Indra for sending her consort on this dangerous mission. Indra promised that her husband would return to her as Pradyumna, the grand-son of Kṛṣṇa. Rati then disguised herself under the name of Mayavati and began to live in the house of a demon king called Sambara. According to prophecy, Pradyumna killed the demon Sambara and married Mayavati. Another version has it that Pradyumna is the son of Kṛṣṇa by his first queen Rukmini. Rukma, Rukmini’s brother, has a daughter (presumably Rati in another birth) who marries Pradyumna. In spite of their kinship through marriage, Rukma vows vengeance on Kṛṣṇa and is finally killed by Balarāma, Kṛṣṇa’s brother. Pradyumna’s son, Aniruddha, falls in love with Usa, the daughter of a demon, and after a battle in which Krsna defeats Uṣa’s father, Vanāsura, the two lovers are married. So much for a partial genealogy of Kāma.




EMBLEMS OF KĀMA

Kāma has as his attendants a troop of apsarases (divine nymphs), one of whom carries his standard which bears a sea monster or fish. This is significant in view of the fact that the ornaments of Kāma are the conch shell and the lotus.10 The kinship of all these elements with water, a symbol of creativity, is immediately obvious. The lotus is certainly the most remarkable symbol of India. It has pervaded practically every aspect of Indian culture. Unfortunately, there has been very little research on this subject by scholars. The most sacred and powerful mantra (sacred formula) of Tantric Buddhism is translated as, “The Jewel is indeed within the Lotus.” This auspicious charm is interpreted as meaning that the principle of creativity finds expression through the semen (jewel) in the womb (lotus). There is, of course, more meaning than merely this simple statement, but it is clear that the lotus is undoubtedly a symbol (among other things) of the female sex organ (yoni). It was from the cosmic lotus that this world, including the gods, was created,11 and future worlds will have the same origin. Invariably, female beauty (and sometimes male as well) is described in Indian literature by analogy with the lotus. The other ornament of Kāma is the conch shell, which also comes from water and, like the lotus, resembles the yoni.12It is associated with female fertility and regarded as a very auspicious object. In Hindu iconography it is intimately connected with the god Viṣṇu. In ancient Greece, pearls and sea shells were likewise associated with marriage and fertility.13 The emblems of Kāma are therefore by no means haphazard or unsuitable.

Springtime has been dedicated to love and sexual activity in popular and religious lore all over the world. It is the season of rejuvenation. The birds and the bees (a phrase frequently used as a sexual expression) appear   after the long winter season, and the flowers of spring, whether propelled by Kāma or not, have an excitement all their own. The spring wind is also, according to Indian literature, a powerful ally of Kāma. It is not only in the spring of the year but also in the spring of our lives that Kāma gives us most attention. Unhappy indeed is he who does not profit from it.

King Yayāti was denied that period of life and cursed by Sukra to grow old at once. The curse of a god or a Rsi must always be fulfilled. There is no power capable of completely rescinding such a curse once it has been made. It can only be modified, and in King Yayāti’s case, he was allowed to retain his youth only if he could get one of his five sons to agree to accept the curse in his stead. His eldest son, who was heir to the throne, saw no joy in growing old before his time and refused the request of his father. One after another, his sons turned him down until King Yayāti went to his youngest son, Puru. He begged him to accept the curse of old age for a thousand years so that the king could have his youth for the same period of time. Pūru was moved by his father’s plight and with filial devotion exchanged his youth for the king’s old age and infirmities. For a thousand years Yayāti delighted himself with his beautiful wife, Śarmiṣṭha. At the end of that time, he took back his old age and returned youth, as well as the throne, to his youngest son.14 Yayati had enjoyed kāma  for a thousand years, but even he was forced to admit that  kāma can never quench kāma; on the contrary, love-making stimulates desire.




THE HOLI FESTIVAL

We have already seen that Kama was reduced to ashes by Siva when he disturbed the austerities of the high god by trying to inflame the latter with love for Pirvaft. There are variations in most legends of Indian literature and this one is no exception. Another tradition says that when Siva burnt Kama, the followers of Siva began to shout abuses at him and demanded the restoration of the god of love. Siva agreed but ordered that his punishment of Kama should be commemorated by the annual burning of the latter’s image. Whoever obeyed this injunction should be rewarded by banishing those evils which confronted them.15 This ceremony of burning an effigy of Kāma is carried out during the month of Phālguna at the approach of the spring season, especially during the three or four days preceding the full moon. As with the Christian spring rite of Easter, the date of the Hindu festival of Hoḷi changes each year. This ancient ceremony is still carried out in India today, although in most places its original significance has been lost. Indeed, it is more than likely that the interpretation that we have given of this festival is merely a justification of a spring rite which existed in times of remote antiquity. In the same way, although the Easter festival has marked Christian overtones, it is nevertheless an extension of the Babylonian fertility rite in which the goddess Ishtar was reunited with her lover Tammuz.

The method of celebrating the Hoḷi festival varies widely in India today. It is a time of considerable merry-making, although few women take part in the more boisterous activities. The streets and bazaars are filled with people throwing colored powders or squirting colored water on each other. As with the arrows of Kama, caste distinctions are forgotten for a while and everyone mixes freely in the crowds. People go around daubing red powder 16 on each other’s forehead and embracing. Holi is probably the most popular festival in India today. It is a great deal of fun and good will seems to pervade the atmosphere. One Hindu, while smearing colored powder across my face, told me that this was the day on which all grudges and ill will were forgotten.

If the popular gaiety lacks some (but by no means all) of the more explicit religious aspects of the Holi festival, this does not mean that they have been totally forgotten in India. The squirting of water may have several meanings. It may be a symbol of the creative principle, a method of purification, or to be used in conjunction with the fire that burns Kama. The embracing and lack of caste distinctions have an obvious association with the god of love. In the villages, however, some customs differ, and as Indian village life has always preserved traditional values, it is to the local ceremonies that we must look for a clearer view of the associations between the Holi festival and Kama.

It is in some of the village ceremonies especially that we can observe the relationship of Kāma to fire (agni).  This is significant in a number of ways. The passion of love is often compared with the heat of fire. It was by fire that Siva reduced Kama to ashes. Moreover, in Indian   literature, Agni, the god of fire, is often identified with Kāma, the god of love. They are both penetrating, devouring, and even purifying elements. The color red which predominates during Holi also symbolizes both fire and love. The fact that Holi is known as the great fire festival of Western India is not without significance.

Abbott describes one of these ceremonies:

 

Three months before Holi a site is chosen for the burning of Kāma’s image, and is cleansed and sprinkled with water. Then every Sunday until Hoḷi a party of men go out for Shikar (a big game hunt), the first expedition with this object being made on the day following the Sankranaṇa called Kari. On their way to the jungle the men worship an Ari tree (Bauhinia racemosa) and place near it their guns, their instruments and even their sticks and scythes, and worship them. When the first animal is shot this victim and the successful hunter are worshipped in the jungle; a procession is formed, women wave Ārtī round the victim of the chase and the hunters, and the slain animals are all placed on the site where Kāma’s image is to be burned later. The blood of the slain animals is collected in a tin, and a small spot of blood is daubed on the doors of all the leading men in the village, and a communal feast is made from the flesh of the victims.17

 

The night before Hoḷi, people in the village visit each other’s houses and collect old clothes to be burned on the headless image of Kāma. On Hoḷi morning, a coconut is painted like a head and attached to the body of Kāma. With a good deal of gaiety the villagers steal wood, cow dung, and other fuel for the fire. Obscene words are written freely on the clothes of the participants. Kāma’s pyre is built up, and either on Hoḷi or the following day (Pratipadā), the image is burned. The ashes are collected and distributed around the village as a protection against evil. Red water is sprinkled by the villagers on each other, and there is much singing, dancing, and general rowdiness in which the prostitutes participate.18 Characteristics of other ceremonies are the erection of a pole bearing symbols of fertility either in the center of Kāma’s fire or nearby, sprinkling the ashes from the pyre with seed or scattering it on the granary floor, and other factors which suggest a strong influence for fertility. The time for burning the image of Kāma varies, but noon is the most usual.

The Hoḷi festival, then, is the Indian spring fertility festival. Kāma is the obvious god to be associated with these rites. His role as a god, however, is decreasing in India today, and this partially accounts for the confusing of traditions and legends. Nevertheless, it remains as one of the most important days in the Hindu calendar, and its obvious associations with the subject matter of the Kāma Sūtra dictates its mention here.




LOVE AMONG THE GODS

The dividing line between men and gods has never been very clear in India. If the gods are gods, then the Brahmans are also declared to be gods by certain texts. In ancient India, at least, divinity was freely and easily acquired. Not only individuals, but trees, rivers, stones, and cows were, amongst others, invested with sanctity. Natural forces were also personified as gods. Therefore, in discussing love among the gods, we must appreciate that the implications of the term “gods” in India is far more extensive than in Greek or other Western religious beliefs,   even though we shall find parallels, in this area, between the ancient Greek and Roman gods and those of India.

Incest among the gods produces a certain amount of theological embarrassment. Why gods should commit in. cest is a provocative question, but beyond the purview of this essay. The legend of Brahmā and his daughter is given in a number of ancient Hindu texts and is well worth our attention.19 As usual, there are variations, but the Mātsya Purāṇa relates most of the important points.

This story is told by Viṣṇu in his incarnation (avatāra)  as a fish (mātsya),20when Manu asked him how Lord Brahmā created the universe and why he has four heads. Viṣṇu replied that after Brahmā had practiced austerities and revealed sacred knowledge, he then created through his will or desire the ten sages. He then produced Dharma from his breast, Kāma from his heart, Anger from his brows, Greed from his lips, Delusion from his intellect, Arrogance from his egotism, Delight from his throat, Death from his eyes, and the Ṛṣi Bhārata from his hands. After Lord Brahmā had created all these, he was still not   satisfied and wanted someone to relieve him of the task of creation. He began to call on the goddess Gayatri, also known as Sāvitrī, Sarasvatī, Brahmāni, and other names. She appeared in the form of a girl from the female side of Brahmā’s body, and was taken as his daughter. Her beauty was astonishing, and the creator, smitten by the arrows of Kama, gazed upon her, repeatedly saying, “What a beautiful figure! What a beautiful figure!” At these remarks, the sons of Brahmā, led by the sage Vasistha, were filled with indignation and disgust at their father’s attitude toward their sister. But Brahmā was so much absorbed that he did nothing but continue to gaze at Sāvitrī repeating, “What a beautiful figure!” Sāvitrī then began to walk around Brahmā, but his sense of shame would not allow him to turn his face. In order to look at her, he created four heads on himself so that he could see her in whatever direction she went. Sāvitrī then went to heaven, and as she did, Brahmā created a fifth face on the top of his head, which he afterward covered with his matted locks. Through such usage, the High God lost his powers gained through asceticism and asked his sons to carry on  with the work of creation. Brahmā followed Sāvitrī, married her, and they lived together in a lotus for one hundred years. The Purāṇa then points out that no question arises regarding prohibited acts of the gods since they do not reap the fruits of their karma (actions) as do mortals.21  A further justification of Brahmā’s action is given by noting that Brahmā is the lord of the Vedas and Sāvitrī is the goddess of the Vedas. They are therefore inseparable, and to unite the Vedas with the sacred prayer can surely be no evil.

Nevertheless, Brahmā was filled with shame at not having concealed his passion before his sons. He became angry at Kāma and cursed him saying, “The reasons for which you fired your arrows at me will cause you, before long, to be reduced to ashes by Siva when you act the same way toward him.” Kāma remonstrated against this curse and argued that Brahmā himself had created him to kindle the passion of love in men and women and that he had only carried out his maker’s mandate, which had not excluded Brahmā from being subject to his arrows. After hearing Kāma’s entreaties, Brahmā allowed that the god of love should be reborn first in the family of king Yadu and then as the son of Kṛṣṇa, and after having enjoyed himself, Kāma would be reborn as the son of Vatsa in the family of king Bhārata. From that time, he would live until the dissolution that closes the reign of Vidyadharas (a type of demigod) and then return to Brahmā.

From Varuṇa, the lord of morality and waters, we should expect conduct befitting his position. Yet even he,   under the influence of Kāma, committed an act of adharma.  Bhadrā, the daughter of Soma, was unrivaled for her beauty, and the Ṛṣi, Utathya, had been selected as her husband. After the marriage took place, Varuṇa went to the woods where Utathya lived, abducted Bhadrā, and took her to his palatial mansion surrounded by six hundred thousand beautiful lakes, and encompassing all objects of enjoyment. In that palace the Lord of the Waters made love to Bhadrā. When Utathya learned from the sage Nārada that Varuna had ravished his wife, he told Nārada angrily to demand her return. Varuṇa refused to obey and threw Nārada out of his house by his neck. When this news reached Utathya his anger knew no bounds, and through his spiritual power he caused all the waters to dry up. Although this made the Lord of the Waters very unhappy and dismal, he still refused to give up Utathya’s wife. Utathya then commanded the Earth to show land where the six hundred thousand lakes existed and at once sterile ground appeared in their place. To the Sarasvatī River, Utathya made the request that she dry up and that the area through which she traveled be no longer regarded as sacred ground.22 When that region in which Lord Varuṇa lived became dry, he went back to Utathya with Bhadrā and returned her to her rightful lord. The Ṛṣi rejoiced and set the world and Varuṇa free from the distress he had inflicted through his spiritual energy.23

Gods seem rather to like earthly women, and one of their favorite tricks is to seduce these beautiful earthlings, disguised as their husbands. Zeus was very fond of this game and his exploits are a well-known feature of Greek   mythology. Indra, the king of the gods in early Hinduism, had a similar penchant. Neither his haggard but faithful wife, Indrāṇī, nor his host of heavenly apsarases (sensuous divine damsels) could keep him from these diversions. This divine profligate could appear anywhere and assume the disguise most likely to cause beautiful damsels to surrender their charms to him. This is not to say that all the women were duped by this libertine. Ahalyā clearly recognizes the king of the gods with all his trappings and finds him a rather refreshing change from her husband. She welcomes and indeed encourages her lover to continue these escapades with her.24 Indra clearly did not set a very good example for mankind to follow, and, as a result, we are told this practice of seducing other men’s wives has come into this world. Indeed it has. Medieval European literature, especially Boccaccio’s Decameron, suggests that men were not above assuming the disguise of gods to obtain the same favors for which gods assumed the disguise of men.

These selected stories from Indian literature obviously do not reflect the general tenor of Hindu works, and even in those we have cited there is often a moralistic damnation reserved for the seducer. It is an uneven battle to fight against Kāma, and perhaps we cannot blame too much those who lose. Let me relate to you another story about Kāma—a rather delightful one, I think. Certainly the text claims it is meritorious to hear. It comes from the Vana Parvan of that great Indian treasury, the Mahābhārata.25   Arjuna, one of the five sons of Pāṇḍu and the person to whom Kṛṣṇa addresses himself in the Bhāgavad Gītā portion of the Mahābhārata, is invited by Indra, king of the gods, to visit his celestial palace. Arjuna lived for five years in the palace of Indra, during which time he learned a great deal and also received certain celestial weapons to use against his adversaries and the forces of evil. Indra observes that during his visit Arjuna continually glances at the beautiful heavenly apsaras, Urvaśī. Indra is delighted by this turn of events and says that just as Arjuna has, through him, learned all about weapons and other arts, he should now learn how to behave in the company of women. He therefore instructs his messenger to request Urvaśī to visit Arjuna for this purpose. The messenger describes the virtues and beauty of Arjuna to the apsaras while Kama shoots a few of his flowery arrows. Urvaśī needs very little coaxing and prepares for a visit to Arjuna that very evening. Let us follow (at a respectful distance) as she makes her way toward Arjuna’s mansion.

And having taken a bath she adorned herself in charming ornaments and splendid garlands of celestial fragrance. And inflamed by the god of love, and her heart pierced through and through by the shafts shot by Kāma, keeping in view the beauty of Arjuna, she mentally sported with him on a wide and excellent bed laid over with celestial sheets. And when the twilight had deepened and the moon had risen, that apsaras of broad hips went forth to seek the house of Arjuna. And in that atmosphere with her long curly hair in which was woven many jasmine flowers, she looked extremely beautiful. With her beauty and grace and the charm of the movements of her eyebrows and of her soft voice and her face radiant as the moon, she seemed to challenge the moon himself as she glided along. And as she went, her deep, finely tapering, blacknippled breasts, adorned with a golden necklace, and rubbed  with the fragrant salve of sandalwood, trembled up and down. And as a result of the weight of her breasts she was forced to bend slightly at every step, creating three folds in her beautiful waist. And her thighs of faultless shape, the place of the temple of the god of love swelling like a hill, furnished with fair and high and round hips, graced with golden lace, wrapped in sheer garments and capable of shaking the sainthood of Ṛṣis, appeared extremely lovely. Her feet, in which the ankles were shallow and possessing long copper-colored toes arched like a turtle’s back, glittered, being ornamented with rows of little bells. And exhilarated by a little liquor which she had taken and excited by desire and by her various sweet wiles and .expressing a sensation of delight, she looked more beautiful than ever. And although heaven was filled with wonders, yet when Urvaśī went in such a way, the Siddhas, Cāraṇas, and Gandharvas regarded her as the loveliest wonder upon which they had cast their eyes. With the upper part of her body draped in a garment of fine texture which shimmered with the colors of the clouds, she looked like a sickle of the moon in the sky as it glides along wrapped in clouds. And with the speed of the winds or of the mind thus did the brightly smiling one reach the house of Arjuna, son of Pāndu. When she had come to the gate there, Urvaśī of beautiful eyes was announced by the gatekeeper to Arjuna. And (having received permission) she entered that delightful and excellent palace. With a mind filled with anxious doubts, he came to meet her in the night. And as soon as the son of Pṛṭhā saw Urvaśī he lowered his eyes from modesty and in greeting her, he showed the apsaras that respect which is offered to a person of superior station. Arjuna spoke, “O thou foremost of the apsarases, I bow my head before thee in greeting. I wait upon thee as thy servant.”

At these words, Urvaśī was completely taken aback and told Arjuna all that had passed between the messenger and herself. Not only had Indra sent her, but she, herself,  struck by the arrows of Kāma, was filled with desire for him. Arjuna protested, claiming that if he had gazed upon her, it was as a mother—a feeling of respect for one’s superiors. Urvaśī countered by saying that the apsarases were free to love whom they would and that no loss of merit was incurred by making love to them. Arjuna insisted that she was the parent of his race and an object of reverence and honor to him. Urvaśī was filled with rage and frustration. She had been repulsed and her desire had not been quenched. She turned in anger to Arjuna and cursed him saying, “Since you refuse a woman who has come to you at the command of your father and of her own free will, a woman, besides, who is pierced by the shafts of Kāma, therefore you shall pass your time in the company of women, destitute of manhood and scorned as a eunuch.” Still trembling with rage, Urvaśī turned and went back to her own house. Arjuna was rather taken aback by this treatment and repeated the tale to his friends, and finally it reached Indra. He said that the curse would work to Arjuna’s benefit, since in the thirteenth year of exile from the kingdom of Pāṇḍu, he would disguise himself as a dancer and a eunuch would have no difficulty in obtaining access to the female apartments of the palace to give instruction. “The desires of the man that listens to this story of the son of Pāṇḍu never run after lustful ends. The foremost of men, by listening to this account of the extremely pure conduct of Arjuna, the son of the lord of the celestials, becomes empty of pride, arrogance, wrath, and other faults and, ascending to heaven, enjoys his delights in bliss.” 26 26 The moral which J. J. Meyer, Sexual Life in Ancient India  (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1930), p. 328, gives is, “If a foolish man will not when a foolish woman will, then he has to pay for it heavily.”

There are many other stories of love among the gods or between other notables in Indian literature. The delightful legends of King Saṃvarṇa and Tapatī, Nala and Damayantī, Śakuntalā, Kṛṣṇa and Rādhā are only a few among many. There can be no doubt from these stories that the idea of romantic love was well known in India. The joy and delights that spring from Kāma are a well-known theme in ancient Indian literature. But Kama is also the source of suffering. The slightest touch of love is compared to a fire in the hollow of a tree which burns roots, trunk, and all, leaving only a useless shell as a mockery. If spring is an ally of the god of love, so is Mṛtyu, the goddess of death. That despair in love sometimes leads to a longing for death or death itself is well known. Are there any sorrows greater than those of love? Perhaps love is the only sorrow and all grief stems from love. How great was the grief of Rāma when he knew that his beloved Sītā had been abducted from their forest cottage! 26 At first he thinks her absence is a joke she is playing upon him. But it rapidly becomes obvious that this is not so. He goes hysterical and runs with tears in his eyes, asking every animal and tree to tell him of the whereabouts of his beloved. There are no answers and the distraught Rama wanders to a lake filled with beautiful lotuses and fishes. This calms him for a while and he speaks to his brother Lakṣmaṇa: Look, Lakṣmaṇa, Lake Pampā is crystal clear like the jewel in a cat’s eye, with its wealth of lotuses that blossom by day. See the lovely woods which fringe its banks rising as though to   the height of mountains. The branches of these trees look like the peaks of a hill. Even I who am dried up with sorrow at the loss of Sītā and stricken with grief at the thought of Bharata’s sufferings find something to make my heart glad at this sight. See how the deep green grass strewn with blossoms of many colors appears like a beautiful checkered blanket spread on the ground. The flower-crowned creepers clasp in embrace the branches of the blossom laden trees. This is spring! This is the season of love! Feel how gently the breeze is blowing. See the flowers in full blossom and smell their fragrance which permeates the forest. The breeze blows the trees and their flowers drop like rain from the clouds. The wind seems to be dancing with the flowers; some have dropped to the ground, others are still falling, and yet others are clasping to the trees.... the trees are embracing one another by having their branches interlaced by the breezes and the perfume of wild honey has intoxicated the humming bees. The hills with the blossoming trees on their crests seem to have a crown of jewels on their heads. O son of Sumitrā [Lakṣmaṇa] since I am without Sītā, this spring only brings me sorrow and the ruthless pangs of love pierce me. Listen! It is as if the sweet warblings of the birds by the waterfall were mocking me. Not so long ago my darling heard these notes from our cottage and, calling me to listen, she would welcome the birds with much delight.

This fire—the spring—whose embers are the red clusters of the Aśoka tree, whose crackling and roaring are the hum of the bees, and whose flames are the young shoots, this fire will burn me up. What is life to me when I can no longer see my gentle-voiced Sītā of soft eyes and lovely hair? This vernal season when the trees blossom and re-echo with the cuckoo’s notes was most dear to Sītā and my love for her will soon burn away my soul.27

Rāma sees other beautiful scenes by Lake Pampā but they only serve to deepen his grief at the loss of Sītā. The joy and the love that he sees about him seem to mock his tragedy. The gentle spring wind inflames the fires of love and grief that burn within Rāma. All these things he has seen before, but with Sītā. To view alone those things which we shared with love—that indeed is pain.




KĀMA AND ASPECTS OF ART

The sexual motif in the art and architecture of India is an expression of a dynamic aspect of life. This is true symbolically, philosophically, and empirically. The frank beauty of this sculpture is so bold as to be ingenuously pure. There is no room here for smutty jokes or crude laughter. Indeed there is humor, but it is the smile of spring and not the hollow guffaws of simpletons.

Carvings of couples in amorous poses exist in many sections of India. They have been found in Taxila (now located in Pakistan ) , Mathura, Bodh Gaya, Bhuvaneshwar, Varanasi, Puri, and Ellora, among other places. But the most famous are those at Konarak and Khajuraho. There have been a number of suggestions put forth to explain the existence of this erotic sculpture. Some believe that these carvings are to tempt those who visit the temples, but this seems to be a most unsatisfactory explanation and hardly accounts for the erotic sculpture hidden away in niches or in some obscure corner high on the temple. Another suggestion is that these carvings may symbolize certain philosophical principles of fertility and creation. Evidence certainly exists that may be interpreted to support this view, but it cannot explain the numerous sexual poses where no possibility of reproduction exists. Hardly anyone  takes seriously the suggestion that this sculpture was an advertisement to induce male devotees to patronize the  devadāsīs who bestowed their favors in the temple. That the sculpture was motivated through the caprice of the king desiring to gaze upon erotic poses is equally unsatisfactory as an explanation. Professor Basham puts forth the view that this temple sculpture represents the lower stages of heaven in which the sexual delights normally accessible only to kings and very wealthy men might at last be available to more ordinary folk. He remarks, “He was encouraged to hope for all the subtle refinements described in the  Kāma Sūtra, which in our view, is far more relevant to the sculpture of Khajuraho and Konarak than is the literature of tantrism.” 28 There is much to be said for this suggestion. Certainly many of the sexual positions described in the Kāma Sūtra are graphically depicted in the temple sculpture. The Sanskrit texts in a number of passages picture the joys of heaven, especially for Kṣatriyas fallen in battle, in terms of the sexual delights reserved for them there. That these temples, however, represent the palace of the king and suggest the nature of sexual activities there is doubtful, or at least probably not typical of the vast majority of ancient Indian rulers. Nevertheless, it remains that no explanation concerning the meaning and purpose of the erotic art and architecture of India has been recognized by scholars as entirely acceptable.

The temple at Konarak was built ca. A.D. 1255 and dedicated to Sūrya, the god of the sun. It was constructed to represent the chariot of Sūrya as he rides through the sky pulled by seven horses. The twelve pairs of wheels on which the temple seems to be mounted are ornamented with carvings of lovers and embracing couples. Floral designs, battle scenes, musicians, and animals also appear as part of the temple sculpture. The famous Konarak horse and wheel are often shown in works about Indian art. The temple today stands amidst ruins, and although some restoration has been attempted, much more is needed. The statue of Sūrya still stands on one of the higher levels of the Black Pagoda, as this temple is sometimes called. An impression of massive activity and majesty is conveyed by the sun temple at Konarak.

Khajuraho, the ancient capital of the Candellas in Bundelkhand, is today a small village living in the shadow of the most remarkable group of temples found anywhere in India. Of the eighty-five originally constructed between A.D. 950-1050, only twenty buildings remain. Some are in ruins. The Kandāriyā Mahādeva is the largest of those extant. It is over one hundred feet in length, sixty-six feet in width, and rises to a height above one hundred feet. Like many of the Khajuraho temples, it appears to be built in tiers with elaborate carvings covering practically all of the outside surface. There are nearly nine hundred images, many of which are about three feet high, on the walls of this temple. Gods, apsarases, serpents, lions, mythical beasts, and a large number of couples engaged in sexual activities are the main art motifs. There is a serenity that pervades the excitement depicted on these temples. Of the three main groups, western, eastern, and southern, the first series is the most famous. Although the sculptures are sometimes formal, they do not appear stiff or lifeless. When one has exhausted his vocabulary talking about beauty, exquisite charm, the wonders and techniques of art, the joys of life, and all the rest of it, there is still more to be said, which cannot be said, about Khajuraho.




ASPECTS OF THE PHILOSOPHY OF Kāma 

Kāma is not merely love, sensual desire, lust, affection, the name of a Hindu god, and so forth. It is also a philosophic principle and was considered as such from earliest times. We have already discussed kāma as one of the goals of life, and while that is surely a subject of philosophy, the idea of kāma extended much further than that. This is not to suggest that the Kāma Sūtra is a primary or even a significant work of philosophy. It is not. Vātsyāyana was no metaphysician delving into the religio-philosophical aspects of his subject. He does not even mention the temple dancing girls, much less a cosmic principle of unity. Nevertheless, the Kāma Sūtra is not without philosophical implications. The opinions that it expresses in the realm of morality and ethical conduct are significant not only in themselves but also as reflecting attitudes of the historical period in which it was written.

But what of the development of kāma as a principle of philosophy? Briefly, it is that through kāma one can obtain both unity and reality and, indeed, that unity and reality are the same. How does this express itself? Kāma, the principle of desire, was the source from which this creation and all creation began. Thus it was the One, the Beginning, and manifested itself in the many without destroying its own essence. It therefore became the universal factor of all things and the common link binding not only all mankind but all things whatsoever. Mankind is endlessly involved in the complexities of life. These are annoying, puzzling, and frustrating. He therefore seeks some common element which he is certain must connect all things and thus produce that security of unity for which he longs. What do you call that unifying force, that factor  upon which all else is based? Some call it God; others call it Reality or the Absolute. One may attain or communicate with Reality or the Absolute through the path of kāma,  which is both the source from which we came and the object to which we go. They mean the same. Love then becomes a yearning for union with the divinity. From this, it is but a step to have the sex act itself considered as a symbolic union in which the participants represent certain cosmic principles. The power and the mystery of creation is worshiped using the sexual organs as symbols. This idea is not restricted to India in the history of religious thought, although it reached a highly developed stage in the subcontinent. The worship of the Śiva liṅgam in India today pays obeisance to the creative aspect of that god’s many powers. The bhaga or yoni is and symbolizes the śakti or the female creative principle.

In Mahāyāna Buddhism, these ideas were developed further. Reality was achieved through the recognition that plurality is unreal. The symbolism of Tibetan Yab-Yum iconography (in which the male is in sexual embrace with his Śakti or female counterpart) illustrates this thought. The Sakti holds a knife and skull cup in her hands. The knife symbolizes the destruction of ignorance while the skull cup indicates absolute oneness. The sexual embrace of the figures means that the distinction between duality and non-duality is unreal and, as salt mixes into water, the two beings mix themselves into one. All duality ceases and only the one Reality remains. Tantric schools practiced these activities as methods leading to liberation. Sensationalist writers have sometimes pictured the ceremony of these groups as a wild sex orgy in which religious metaphysics was merely an excuse for unrestrained debauchery. This is absurd. As Zimmer remarks,

In spite of all the scandal that has been spread concerning this phase of Buddhist worship, the majority of the sacramental breaches (in a society hedged on every side by the most meticulous taboos) were not such as would give the slightest pause to the usual modern Christian gentleman or lady. They consisted in partaking of such forbidden foods as fish, meat, spicy dishes, and wine, and engaging in sexual intercourse. The sole novelty was that these acts were to be undertaken not in sensual eagerness or sated boredom, but without egoity and under the direction of a religious teacher, being regarded as concomitants of a difficult and dangerous yet absolutely indispensable spiritual exercise. The Bhodisattva is beyond desire and fear; moreover, all things are Buddha-things and void.29

 

But the philosophers of ancient India did not all look upon kāma or desire as something to be cherished. Lord Buddha saw it as the cause of all the misery and suffering in this world. Desire and attachment were millstones making it impossible for us to escape from the cycle of rebirths. The way to eliminate this suffering and rebirths was to eliminate desire and attachment. This was the principal theme of Gautama the Buddha. When he was sitting under the Bodhi tree at Bodh Gaya, it was Kāma who, in various forms, attempted to seduce him from Enlightenment. The Buddha resisted these temptations and spent the rest of his life in this world preaching against desire and attachment as things conducive only to suffering and never to enlightenment. The Mahābhārata and other texts contain similar views. The Bhāgavad Gītā, that much overworked source of Hinduism, says that the fruit of kāma  is pain and ignorance is the fruit of laziness. Kāma tastes   like honey, but in reality it is poison. The texts of Hinduism are like an ocean in which many fish live that devour each other.




MARRIAGE AND THE Kāma Sūtra 

What has been written above is largely background material which may help us to understand some of the attitudes of ancient India in relation to kāma. Whatever the metaphysical or legendary implications were, society rigorously anathemized most sexual activity for the ordinary citizen outside the bonds of marriage. This attitude has persisted in India to the present time. Marriage was not merely an expression of kāma; it was a sacred duty. The idea of permanent celibacy was intolerable.

The great ascetic Jaratkāru had wandered all over the earth living only on air and bathing in various sacred waters, free of all worldly desires. One day he came across a pit in which he saw his ancestors in a starved and miserable condition. They were holding onto the side of the pit by a single creeper. Below them snakes and horrible animals were waiting to devour them when they fell. As they were holding onto the creeper fearful of the horrors below, a tiny rat was gnawing away that last thread of safety. Jaratkāru was filled with pity at seeing his ancestors in such a plight and offered to redeem them even if it meant losing all of his immense ascetic powers. They replied that they also had ascetic powers, but such things were powerless in their situation. The pit represented hell; the creeper, their last hope, represented the possibility of Jaratkāru having a son that would offer worship to save them; and the rat was time. Not recognizing Jaratkāru, they told him that if the pious ascetic should see their descendant he  should be told that it was through his fault they were suffering. Because he had no wife or son or relatives, they had come to this condition. Asceticism, sacrifices, and holy acts were nothing compared with the birth of a son. Upon hearing these words, Jaratkāru wept and resolved to marry, thus putting an end to his own and his ancestors’ suffering. 30

Basically there were three purposes for marriage. By producing children the father and ancestors were assured of a pleasant future life through the sacrifices that would be offered to them. Otherwise they were doomed to misery. Marriage also helped to promote religious objectives, not only because it was one of the twelve Samskāras or sacraments, but also because of the religious duties required of a householder.31 The third objective of marriage was the proper fulfillment of sexual pleasures. We have already seen how important this was considered in India. It was to help achieve this objective of marriage that the Kāma Sūtra was written.

Evaluated from this point of view alone, the Kāma Sūtra offers much advice that would be of value in promoting happy marriages throughout the world. How many women are proficient in even half of the sixty-four arts   suggested for study by Vātsyāyana? Even if we disregard certain magical aspects, there is much to be said for paying some attention to the qualities that the Kāma Sūtra suggests are desirable in a wife. Observe the wealth of understanding and tenderness that our author shows when he discusses the methods of creating confidence in the new bride. And what a tragedy it is that ignorance of these approaches, rather than stupidity, has led so many women to the psychiatrist’s office or the divorce court. Read in this book also about the conduct which a woman should follow when her husband is absent. But you may say Vātsyāyana was a prude in such matters. He was neither one extreme nor the other. He was a social scientist in the best sense of the word who attempted to use his knowledge and experience for the happiness and betterment of mankind. There is no vulgarity in what he has written, nor should there be in what you read. Vātsyyana was eminently a moralist, whether or not one agrees with what he has to say. Probably the most ancient marriage manual in existence is now in your hands. You cannot but be impressed, in spite of his magical charms or naïveté, with his understanding of human nature and the applicability of what is said to modern times.




THE Kāma Sūtra AS A HISTORICAL DOCUMENT

Indologists, historians, and other scholars have found the Kāma Sūtra a valuable source of evidence in their various academic disciplines, for one of the major problems in Indology is the paucity of evidence with which we must deal. As Professor Basham put it,

We can learn much about the life of the Greek and Roman bourgeoisie from literature and archaeological remains; but  the comparable literature of India was less realistic, and there is no Indian counterpart of Pompeii. Nevertheless there is enough evidence to reconstruct the life of the well-to-do young Indian in some detail from secular literature, one of our most important sources being the treatise on erotics, the Kāma Sūtra, which was composed to instruct him in one of his chief recreations.32

 

Chapter IV of Part One indicates what some of these diversions were. Indian festivals are nearly always an occasion for holiday making and in Varanāsi (Benares) today there are more festivals than there are days in the year. Vātsyyana suggests that a group of citizens may gather at the temple of Sarasvatī and listen to musical performances both as an amusement and as a form of worship to this goddess of music, arts, and learning.33 Pleasant conversation among men and women of similar tastes was also a form of recreation. The Kāma Sūtra suggests that such women were courtesans, and we may imply from this that the free mingling of the sexes was not encouraged, and indeed probably severely restricted, during this period of India’s history. Drinking parties, picnics, animal fights, swimming or playing in the water, and gambling were among other forms of recreation suggested by Vātsyāyana. From his remarks, we can observe not only the manner of life of some of the upper classes in ancient India, but also the changes that have taken place as one views Indian   society today. This text is also of value in determining the evolution of ancient Indian thought. For example, both the Arthaśātra of Kauxilya and the Kāma Sūtra mention lists of kings that were victims of various kinds of intrigues and their list of the trivarga is identical. At the same time, there is considerable difference in their respective attitudes toward eating meat and the influence of stars. The recipes and charms for aphrodisiacs given in the Kāma Sūtra show a development from a long list given in the Atharva Veda. The ideal of feminine beauty given in the Kāma Sūtra allows us not only to make comparisons with other Indian texts, but also to see the differences between the Indian ideal and those of countries in the Western world. We are still largely ignorant about the status and education of women in ancient India, and there is much room for research on this subject. The Kāma Sūtra prescribes a number of different subjects for women to study, and we may deduce that whatever decline took place in female education occurred after the writing of the Kāma Sūtra. Nevertheless, this work itself must have been a beneficial force influencing Indian education.

The sociological evidence contained in the Kāma Sūtra  is of the utmost significance. In the matter of divorce, it confirms other evidence which says that a marriage celebrated with the sacred fire as witness cannot be revoked. The various types of legitimate marriage are also discussed in this text and interesting comparisons can be made with the statements given in Manu and other Dharmaśāstra  texts. Even when there is an inconsistency, such as when the Kāma Sūtra declares in one place that the Brāhma type of marriage is to be preferred and in another that the Gāndharva is most desirable, this also helps us in determining the possible rigidity of the system then operating.

The information relating to the selection of a bride given by Vātsyāyana is also useful. Indeed, some of the factors mentioned by him continue to influence Indian marriage customs up to the present day. We can also trace the development of some of these ideas from earlier times, as they appear in the Satapatha Brāhmaṇa, for example, to the variations described in the Kāma Sūtra. The problem of child marriage has been especially controversial in modern Indian history. Was child marriage, as some suggest, a Hindu reaction against the Muslim conquest or is it advocated by the ancient texts and if so, to what extent? Again, the Kāma Sūtra as a historical document provides us with useful information. This text also tells us something about  satī or widow burning.

In the study of ancient Indian political ideas and institutions we are aided by the evidence in the Kāma Sūtra.  It is significant that many of the political officers mentioned by Kautilya in Book Two of the Arthaśāstra also appear under the same names in the Kāma Sūtra. The life of a king in ancient India was somewhat limited by his responsibilities. Many of the texts narrate legends or tell us the theoretical position of the king. Very few sources give us much of the actual historical realities. Vātsyāyana tells us of the dangers that kings faced and, indeed, how some of them fell. He lists certain kings about whom we know very little, and should further evidence become available about these personages, the statements of the Kāma Sūtra  might help us considerably. The influence of various government officials, which is mentioned by Vātsyāyana, helps us reconstruct some aspects of governmental administration and ascertains, to some extent, the actual powers of the  king. The influence of the grāmādhipati (the lord of the village) may help indicate the extent of village or local political autonomy in ancient India.

This is only part of the evidence which we may obtain from the Kāma Sūtra, using it as a historical document. Social taboos, names of tribes and peoples, prevailing customs and attitudes in various parts of the country, local prejudices, and economic aspects could all be added and discussed. The important consideration is that The Kāma Sūtra of Vātsyāyana is a valuable work from many points of view. It is certainly a classic and deserves far more respect and understanding than it has heretofore received in the West.

The translation used in this volume was done by Sir Richard F. Burton in 1883 for the Kāma Śāstra Society of London and Benares. It was privately printed and sold and subsequently pirated for other editions. Sanskritists will certainly find a number of places where they differ with the interpretation that Burton has given. For specialized Indological studies, this translation is not considered dependable, but in such cases the scholar will, of course, consult the work in the original Sanskrit. The lack of diacritical marks also takes away some of the luster of this publication. Nevertheless, there is much to commend. We now have in this country an English translation of this work which is publicly available for students and others interested in aspects of ancient Indian civilization. This is a very great step forward and one for which we should be thankful.

I have given above some of the ways in which the Kāma Sūtra has affected and been affected by Indian civilization and Hindu concepts. In these aspects the work is of profound importance to students all over the world. But this  classic is not merely a historical text or something of interest to Indologists alone. For many it will provide a new horizon with which to enrich their experiences in this life. The style of Vātsyyana makes this book a joy to read and his poetic manner, sympathetic understanding, and even his stern moral injunctions make us feel that there is nothing distant or lifeless in his remarks. Although no politician, he has something worth while to offer nearly everyone. For those of us who have read this book there is always a delight in rereading it. For those of us who have not, I am glad to introduce to you one of the greatest classics of all time. For those of you who will not—honi soit qui mal y pense.

 

JOHN W. SPELLMAN

Ashburnham, Mass.  
May 1962




INTRODUCTORY PREFACE
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Salutation to Dharma, Artha, and Kama

 

In the beginning the Lord of Beings (Brahma) created men and women, and in the form of commandments in one hundred thousand chapters laid down rules for regulating their existence with regard to Dharma,34 Artha,35 and Kama.36 Some of these commandments, namely, those which treated of Dharma, were separately written by Swayambhu Manu; those that related to Artha were compiled by Brihaspati; and those that referred to Kama were expounded by Nandi, the follower of Mahadeva, in one thousand chapters.

Now, these Kama Sutra (Aphorisms on Love), written by Nandi in one thousand chapters, were reproduced by Shvetaketu, the son of Uddvalaka, in an abbreviated form in five hundred chapters, and this work was again similarly reproduced in an abridged form, in one hundred and fifty chapters, by Babhravya, an inhabitant of the Panchala (South of Delhi) country. These one hundred and fifty chapters were then put together under seven heads or parts named severally:1. Sadharana (general topics)
2. Samprayogika (embraces, and so on) 
3. Kanya Samprayuktaka (union of males and females)
4. Bharyadhikarika (on one’s own wife)
5. Paradarika (on the wives of other people)
6. Vaisika (on courtesans)
7. Aupamishadika (on the arts of seduction, tonic medicines, and so on)


The sixth part of this last work was separately expounded by Dattaka at the request of the public women of Pataliputra (Patna), and in the same way Charayana explained the first part of it. The remaining parts, namely, the second, third, fourth, fifth, and seventh, were separately expounded by:

Suvarnanabha (second part). 
Ghotakamukha (third part). 
Gonardiya (fourth part). 
Gonikaputra (fifth part). 
Kuchumara (seventh part).



Thus the work, being written in parts by different authors, was almost unobtainable, and as the parts which were expounded by Dattaka and the others treated only of the particular branches of the subject to which each part related, and moreover as the original work of Babhravya was difficult to be mastered on account of its length, Vatsyayana composed this work in a small volume as an abstract of the whole of the works of the above-named authors.




PART ONE

Society and Social Concepts




Chapter I

Being the Index to or Content,r of the Work

II Observations on the three worldly attainments of virtue, wealth, and love
III On the study of the sixty-four arts
IV On the arrangements of a house and household furniture; on the daily life of a citizen, his companions, amusements, and so on
V On classes of women fit and unlit for congress with the citizen; and on friends and messengers

 

PART TWO: On Sexual Union
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I Kinds of union according to dimensions, force of desire, and time; and on the different kinds of love
II On the embrace
III On kissing
IV On pressing or marking with the nails
V On biting, and the ways of love to be employed with regard to women of different countries
VI On the various ways of lying down, and the different kinds of congress
VII On the various ways of striking, and on the sounds appropriate to them
VIII About females acting the part of males
IX On holding the lingam in the mouth
X How to begin and how to end the congress. Different kinds of congress, and love quarrels

 

PART THREE: About the Acquisition of a Wife
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I Observations on betrothal and marriage
II On creating confidence in the girl
III On courtship, and the manifestation of the feelings by outward signs and deeds
IV On things to be done only by the man, and the acquisition of the girl thereby. Also, what is to be done by a girl to gain over a man, and subject him to her
V On certain forms of marriage

 

PART FOUR: About a Wife
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I On the manner of living of a virtuous woman, and of her behavior during the absence of her husband
II On the conduct of the eldest wife toward the other wives of her husband, and of a younger wife toward the elder ones. On the conduct of a virgin widow remarried; on a wife disliked by her husband; on the women in the king’s harem; and on a husband who has more than one wife

 

PART FIVE: Albout the Wives of Other Men
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I On the characteristics of men and women, and the reasons why women reject the addresses of men. About men who have success with women, and about women who are easily gained over
II About making acquaintance with the woman, and of efforts to gain her over
III Examination of the state of a woman’s mind
IV The business of a go-between
V On the love of persons in authority for the wives of other men
VI About the women of the royal harem; and of the keeping of one’s own wife

 

PART SIX: About Courtesans
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I On the causes of a courtesan resorting to men; on the means of attaching to herself the man desired; and on the kind of man that it is desirable to be acquainted with
II On a courtesan’s living with a man as his wife
III On the means of getting money; on the signs of a lover who is beginning to be weary, and on the way to get rid of him
IV About reunion with a former lover
V On different kinds of gain
VI On gain and losses; attendant gains, losses, and doubts; and, lastly, on the different kinds of courtesans

 

PART SEVEN: On the Means of Attracting Otbers to Yourself
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I On personal adornment, subjugating the hearts of others, and on tonic medicines
II On the means of exciting desire, and of the ways of enlarging the lingam. Miscellaneous experiments and recipes.





Chapter II

On the Acquisition of Dharma, Artha, and Kama

Man, the period of whose life is one hundred years, should practice Dharma, Artha, and Kama at different times and in such a manner that they may harmonize, and not dash in any way. He should acquire learning in his childhood; in his youth and middle age he should attend to Artha and Kama; and in his old age he should perform Dharma, and thus seek to gain Moksha, that is, release from further transmigration. Or, because of the uncertainty of life, he may practice them at times when they are enjoined to be practiced. But one thing is to be noted: he should lead the life of a religious student until he finishes his education.

Dharma is obedience to the command of the Shastra, or Holy Writ, of the Hindus to do certain things, such as the performance of sacrifices, which are not generally done because they do not belong to this world, and produce no visible effect; and not do other things, such as eating meat, which is often done because it belongs to this world, and has visible effects.

Dharma should be learned from the Shruti (Holy Writ), and from those conversant with it.

Artha is the acquisition of arts, land, gold, cattle, wealth, equipages, and friends. It is also the protection of what is acquired, and the increase of what is protected.

Artha should be learned from the king’s officers, and from merchants who may be versed in the ways of commerce.

Kama is the enjoyment of appropriate objects by the five senses of hearing, feeling, seeing, tasting, and smelling, assisted by the mind together with the soul. The ingredient in this is a peculiar contact between the organ of sense and its object, and the consciousness of pleasure that arises from that contact is called Kama.

Kama is to be learned from the Kama Sutra (aphorisms on love) and the practice of citizens.

When all three, Dharma, Artha, and Kama, come together, the former is better than the one which follows it; that is, Dharma is better than Artha, and Artha is better than Kama. But Artha should always be first practiced by the king, for the livelihood of men is to be obtained from it only. Again, Kama being the occupation of public women, they should prefer it to the other two, and these are exceptions to the general rule.




Objection 

Some learned men say that as Dharma is connected with things not belonging to this world, it is appropriately treated of in a book; and so also is Artha, because it is practiced only by the application of proper means, and a knowledge of those means can be obtained only by study and from books. But Kama being a thing which is practiced even by the brute creation, and which is to be found everywhere, does not want any work on the subject.




Answer 

This is not so. Sexual intercourse, being a thing dependent on man and woman, requires the application of proper means by them, and those means are to be learned from the Kama Shastra. The nonapplication of proper means, which we see in the brute creation, is caused by their being unrestrained, and by the females among them being fit for sexual intercourse at certain seasons only and no more, and by their intercourse not being preceded by thought of any kind.




Objection 

The Lokayatikas 37say: Religious ordinances should not be observed, for they bear a future fruit, and at the same time it is also doubtful whether they will bear any fruit at all. What foolish person will give away that which is in his own hands into the hands of another? Moreover, it is better to have a pigeon today than a peacock tomorrow; and a copper coin we have the certainty of obtaining is better than a gold coin the possession of which is doubtful.




Answer 

It is not so. First, Holy Writ, which ordains the practice of Dharma, does not admit of a doubt.

Second, sacrifices such as those made for the destruction of enemies, or for the fall of rain, are seen to bear fruit.

Third, the sun, moon, stars, planets, and other heavenly bodies appear to work intentionally for the good of the world.

Fourth, the existence of this world is effected by the observance of the rules respecting the four classes38 of men and their four stages of life.

Fifth, we see that seed is thrown into the ground with the hope of future crops.

Vatsyayana is therefore of the opinion that the ordinances of religion must be obeyed.




Objection 

Those who believe that destiny is the prime mover of all things say: We should not exert ourselves to acquire wealth, for sometimes it is not acquired although we strive to get it,   while at other times it comes to us of itself without any exertion on our part. Everything is therefore in the power of destiny, who is the lord of gain and loss, of success and defeat, of pleasure and pain. Thus we see that Bali 39 was raised to the throne of Indra by destiny, and was also put down by the same power, and only destiny can reinstate him.




Answer 

It is not right to say so. As the acquisition of every object presupposes at all events some exertion on the part of man, the application of proper means may be said to be the cause of gaining all our ends, and this application of proper means being thus necessary (even where a thing is destined to happen), it follows that a person who does nothing will enjoy no happiness.




Objection 

Those who are inclined to think that Artha is the chief object to be obtained argue thus: Pleasures should not be sought for, because they are obstacles to the practice of Dharma and Artha, which are both superior to them, and are also disliked by meritorious persons. Pleasures also bring a man into distress, and into contact with low persons; they cause him to commit unrighteous deeds, and produce impurity in him; they make him regardless of the future, and encourage carelessness and levity. And, lastly, they cause him to be disbelieved by all, received by none, and despised by everybody, including himself. It is notorious, moreover, that many men who have given themselves up to pleasure alone have been ruined along with their families and relations. Thus King Dandakya,40 of the Bhoja dynasty, carried off a Brahman’s   daughter with evil intent, and was eventually ruined and lost his kingdom. Indra, too, having violated the chastity of Ahalya,41 was made to suffer for it. In like manner the mighty Kichaka,42 who tried to seduce Draupadi; and Ravana,43  who attempted to gain over Sita, were punished for their crimes. These and many others fell by reason of their pleasures.




Answer 

This objection cannot be sustained, for pleasures, being as necessary for the existence and well-being of the body as food, are consequently equally required. They are, moreover, the results of Dharma and Artha. Pleasures are, therefore, to be followed with moderation and caution. No one refrains from cooking food because there are beggars to ask for it, or from sowing seed because there are deer to destroy the corn when it has grown up.

Thus a man practicing Dharma, Artha, and Kama enjoys happiness both in this world and in the world to come. The good perform those actions in which there is no fear as to what is to result from them in the next world, and in which there is no danger to their welfare. Any action which conduces to the practice of Dharma, Artha, and Kama together, or of any two, or even of one of them, should be performed, but an action which conduces to the practice of one of them at the expense of the remaining two should not be performed.
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