2 DARSAN: SEEING THE DIVINE IMAGE IN INDIA

Hinduism in the works of art, the slides, and the films which serve
as a starting point for study and discussion. Such things are not
merely “visual aids” in a learning process which is primarily textual.
We should rather see them as “visual texts” which, like the books
on our syllabus, require discussion, interpretation, and perhaps
“rereading.” Help can be found in the volume Focus on Hinduism
(Anima Books, 1981), one of two key books in the series of which
this volume was originally a part.

Certainly in the case of Indian art and images, such visual texts
present their own perspective on the “Hindu tradition,” and one
that is not simply an “illustration” of what can already be learned
from the rich textual traditions of Sanskrit. For those who would
know something of how Hindus understand their own tradition,
what is “written” in India’s images certainly demands the same kind
of careful attention to content and interpretation as might be de-
voted to what is written in India’s scriptural tradition.

It was in seeing India — its arts, images, and landscapes — that
first was drawn to the study of Hinduism and Sanskrit. And of the
many things I continue to find fascinating about Hinduism, it is the
Hindu imagination with its vibrant capacity for image-making
which is still at the source of it all. This book is written as a com-
panion for those who want to “see” something of India, in the hope

that what catches the eye may change our minds.
Diana Eck

CHAPTER 1

Seeing the Sacred

A. Daréan

A COMMON SIGHT in India is a crowd of people gathered in the
courtyard of a temple or at the doorway of a streetside shrine for
the daréan of the deity. Daréan means “seeing.” In the Hindu ritual
tradition it refers especially to religious seeing, or the visual per-
ception of the sacred. When Hindus go to a temple, they do not
commonly say, “I am going to worship,” but rather, “I am going
for daréan.” They go to “see” the image of the deity — be it Krsna
or Durga, Siva or Visnu — present in the sanctum of the temple,
and they go especially at those times of day when the image is most
beautifully adorned with fresh flowers and when the curtain is
drawn back so that the image is fully visible. The central act of
Hindu worship, from the point of view of the lay person, istostand
in the presence of the deity and to behold the image with one’s own
eyes, to see and be seen by the deity. Daréan is sometimes translat-
ed as the “auspicious sight" of the divine, and its importance in the
Hindu ritual complex reminds us that for Hindus “worship” is not
only a matter of prayers and offerings and the devotional disposi-
tion of the heart. Since, in the Hindu understanding, the deity is
present in the image, the visual apprehension of the image is
charged with religious meaning. Beholding the image is an act of
worship, and through the eyes one gains the blessings of the divine.

Similarly, when Hindus travel on pilgrimage, as they do by the
millions each month of the year, it is for the daréan of the place of
pilgrimage or for the daréan of its famous deities. They travel to
Siva's sacred city of Banaras for the daréan of Lord Viévanath.
They trek high into the Himalayas for the daréan of Visnu at
Badrinath. Or they climb to the top of a hill in their own district
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for the darsan of a well-known local goddess. The pilgrims who
take to the road on foot, or who crowd into buses and trains, are
not merely sightseers, but “sacred sightseers” whose interest is not
in the picturesque place, but in the powerful place where darsan
may be had. These powerful places are called tirthas (sacred
“fords” or “crossings”), dhams (divine “abodes”), or pithas (the
“benches” or “seats” of the divine). There are thousands of such
places in India. Some, like Banaras (Varanasi), which is also called
Kasi, are sought by pilgrims from their immediate locales.

Often such places of pilgrimage are famous for particular divine
images, and so it is for the darsan of the image that pilgrims come.
The close relationship between the symbolic importance of the im-
age and the symbolic act of pilgrimage has been explored in a West-
ern context by Victor and Edith Turner in Image and Pilgrimage in
Christian Culture.' In the West, of course, such traditions of pil-
grimage were often attacked by those who did not “see” the sym-
bolic significance of images and who, like Erasmus, denounced the
undertaking of pilgrimages as a waste of time. In the Hindu tradi-
tion, however, there has never been the confusion of “image” with
“idol,” and in India, pilgrimage is the natural extension of the de-
sire for the darsan of the divine image, which is at the heart of all
temple worship.

It is not only for the darsan of renowned images that Hindus
have traveled as pilgrims. They also seek the daréan of the places
themselves which are said to be the natural epiphanies of the divine:
the peaks of the Himalayas, which are said to be the abode of the
gods; the river Ganga, which is said to fall from heaven to earth; or
the many places which are associated with the mythic deeds of
gods and goddesses, heroes and saints.

In addition to the daréan of temple images and sacred places,
Hindus also value the darsan of holy persons, such as sants
(“saints”), sadhus (“holy men”), and sannyasins (“renouncers”).
When Mahatma Gandhi traveled through India, tens of thousands
of people would gather wherever he stopped in order to “take his
darsan.” Even if he did not stop, they would throng the train sta-
tions for a passing glimpse of the Mahatma in his compartment.
Similarly, when Swami Karpatri, a well-known sannyasin who is
also a writer and political leadet, would come to Varanasi to spend
the rainy season “retreat” period, people would flock to his daily















































































































