INTRODUCTION

.n:cm:m_ﬁa may see within the penises and vaginas of Tantric symbol-
ism a flurry of repressed libidinal energies finally taking their symbolic
revenge, but Tantra in turn relativizes psychoanalysis by locating its dis-
course within the lowest of its energy centers. In the end, which inter-
pretation one takes depends on which world one chooses 1o live in and
on how many cakras one accepts as real. I am assuming here that there
are more, many more, than three.
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CHAPTER ONE

Kali's Sword: Anxious Longing and the First Vision

This Dark Krsna is this Dark Kali in the form of a woman.
Wipe out the forms and think of her sword as his flute.
Ramprasad

THE PRESENT sTUDY of Ramakrishna’s mystical experiences begins
th his first vision of Kali at the age of twenty. But to understand this
ent in its biographical context we must first look at the saint’s child-
hood and adolescence, for his initial encounter with the goddess can be
derstood adequately only as a dramatic climax of character traits and
ultural patterns already in place and active in his earliest years. There

a great deal of truth in Isherwood’s observation that much of Rama-
shna’s developed personality is defined by “the sublimation of the
- village child he once was.” ! Indeed, many of the metaphors and figures
hat the Paramaharisa used to teach his disciples—from fish-traps and
rice mortars to boys killing snakes in the fields—were drawn directly
from his early experiences “in that country,” as he used to say. The psy-
chic patterns that resulted in his encounter with Kali’s sword are no
“exception; they stem directly from patterns that were already in place
in the village. After an initial study of Kali’s sword, then, I will turn to
] the extant biographies in order to tell the story of Gadadhar (Rama-
~ krishna‘s childhood name), the village boy. This will take us up to the
- young adolescent’s move to Calcutta at the age of seventeen and his
.~ near fatal encounter with Kali’s sword at twenty.
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CHAPTER ONE

KALI’'S SWORD

KALI'S SWORD FIGURES prominently in the iconography and my-
thology of the goddess. The sword is a function of Kali’s left side, her
“sinister” half connected with death, asceticism, and mystical eroticism.
As in many cultures, right and left take on symbolic value in Indian
culture. Generally speaking, that which is “right” is modeled after the
established order of dharma: it is pure, filled with light, socially accept-
able, a model to emulate. That which is “left” is characterized as
adharma, that which does not conform to the socioreligious order: it
is impure, dark, antisocial, evil, in constant need of control. Right and
left taken together, then, represent those dualities of somatic, moral,
and social experience—nourishment and destruction, purity and im-
purity, good and evil—that constitute the complexity and richness of
human life.

Kali both embodies these dualities of the right and the left and tran-
scends them. She is all that is in the physical and social worlds. The
physical universe vibrates with her conscious energies: “She herself has
become everything,” Ramakrishna often declared. She, moreover, is
the energy of every human emotion, the connection constituting every
engendered relation:

Ma dwells in every house.
Shall I reveal this secret to all?
With a male Tantrika she is a female Tantrika,
with a baby she is a young girl. . . .
She is mother, daughter, wife, sister, and so many others.
(RSG, no. 15)

Bengali Sakta culture delights in this secret—in seeing the goddess
in the most common of human relations. Noting this motif in the Sakta
songs of Bengal, Shashibushan Dasgupta has written of what he calls
the “humanization” of mythology in the songs.? This same humaniza-
tion of mythology also finds its way into language, legend, and vision.
The word ma, for example, is an affectionate term used to address one’s
biological mother, one’s divine mother (the goddess), and one’s daugh-
ter. This linguistic union of the human and the divine manifests itself in
the legends of the goddess (ma) appearing as the little daughter (ma) of
the poet or mystic. Ramakrishna, for example, told the story of a za-
mindar, who through his ascetic practices gained the goddess’ presence
as his own daughter only to lose her when he lost his patience with
her seemingly infinite questions: Ota ki? Ota ki? “What is that, Daddy?
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Daddy, what is that?” Put off by his impatience, the goddess entered the
local pond never to return (KA 4.213). In a similar fashion, it is said that
Ramprasad was visited by Kali in the form of his daughter to help him
mend a fence. The poet sings of this realization of the divine in the
daughter: “He is a rich man in whose house the Mother lives. Saying
this, Ramprasad lays her down in her small bed, fast asleep.”?

But Kali also manifests herself in the cremation ground, beyond the
physical and social worlds, for she is that order of reality realized in
Tantra’s “left-handed” antinomian ritual, that brilliant blackness that
negates all dualities, relations, and forms. Because she “dwells in every
house,” in every human social bond, Kali supports her children like a
mother. But because her nondual divine nature excludes every human
relation in its mystical blackness,* she also destroys like a ghoulish
demoness. .

Kali’'s four arms, then, embodying in their symmetrical quaternity
these two poles of religious experience, seem to constitute the ultimate
double message. Her upper right hand, assuring safety, dispels fear. Her
upper left hand, bearing a sword, instills it. Her lower right hand, offer-
ing boons, grants life. Her lower left hand, holding a lopped-off head by
the hair, takes it away. It is a striking image of total affirmation and total
negation, representing a bold coincidence of opposites attained briefly
in mystical experience but realized permanently only in a divine
mythological being, in Kali.

An Instrument of Death

As AN INsTRUMENT of Kali's left side, Kali’s sword is above all an in-
strument of the dark forces in human experience, foremost among
them, death. In battle her sword slays the demons and “cuts down
evil.”*> But even off the battlefield, no one is safe from her sword, not
even the reader or listener, for Kali's sword swings out of the text or
song and threatens to end the life of any who dares read or listen: “She
is my Ma, Kali with a garland of heads. Today she’ll cut off yours!” (RJR,
no. 81). Often, however, the sword is not so much feared as it is in-
voked. Hence the poet prays that the sword that decapitates the sacrifi-
cial goat now be turned on himself: “My worship is over,” Ramprasad
sings. “Now, O Ma, bring down your sword” (SP, no. 189).

Sometimes this symbolic act of self-decapitation is performed by
Kali's name, which is often associated with her sword and connected
to the removal of ““sin” ( pdpa): “Where is sin with Kali’s name? With-
out a head one can’t have a headache” (SP, no. 332). But more often
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