
A VEDIC MASTER 
PRASHNA UPANISHAD 

TRANSLATED FRml THE SANSKRIT WITH AN INTERPRETATION 

PRASHNA UPANISHAD, "the Mystical Teaching of the Questions," 
brief though it be, is a masterly summary of the Secret \Visdom. It 
illustrates two fundamental principles in the method of the Eastern 

Schools: first, that the seekers for wisdom must be tried and tested by a pro
tracted period of probation, during which they must show that they possess 
real aspiration, selfless devotion and moral purity; second, that the disciple is 
taught in response to his own questions. He must have worked out the ques
tion for himself, and it must be a real question, before he is given the answer. 

The six questions here asked and answered are not taken at random. They 
begin with the unh·ersal, and proceed gradually to the particular, so that both 
macrocosm and microcosm are covered. And, without pressing the likeness 
too far, we may see, in this group of six disciples under their Master, a symbol 
of the six principles of man's complex nature, synthesized by the seventh, 
Atma, the Divine Self. 

Sukeshan son of Bharadvaja, Satyakama son of Shit•a, Gargya grandson of 
Surya, Kaushalya son of Aslwala, Bhargava of Vidarbha, Kabandhin son of 
Katya: these, verily, devoted to the Eternal, set firm in the Etemal, seeking after 
the supreme Eternal, drew near to the Jlfaster Pippa/ada, uith kindling-wood in 
their hands, saying, He will declare it all . 

To them, verily, the Seer said, Dwell together with me for a year more, uoith fen•our, 
senice of the Etenzal and faith; then ask questions according to )'Oltr desire. If 
·we know, ·we shall declare et•erything to yott. 

And so Kabandhin son of Katya approaching asked: 
}.faster, whence, verily do these beings come forth in birth? 
To him he said: 
The Lord of beings u•as desirous of offspring. He brooded with fervour. Brood

ing with fervour, he produces a pair, Matter and Life. These two 'i.i.ill make beings 
manifold for me, said he. 

The sun, verily, is Life, and }.fatter, the moon; }.fatter, verily, is et•erything here, 
the formed and the unformed; therefore form, verily, is Matter. 

And so the sun, rising, enters the eastern space; thereby it gathers up the eastern 
lives among its rays. As it illumines the southern, the western, the northern, the 
lo·wer, the upper, the intermediate spaces, as it illumines all, thereby it gathers up 
all the lives among its rays. 

Thus; verily, the Fire-lord, the universal, all-formed Life arises. 
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It is this that is declared in the Vedic verse: 
The all-formed, the golden, the all-knowing, 
The final goal, the one light, fervent. 
Thousand-rayed, hundredfold turning, 
The Life of beings, rises this sun. 

47 

The circling year, verily, is a Lord of beings. Of it there are two courses, the 
southern and the northern. Therefore they who worship, saying, "Offerings and 
rewards are our work!" win for themselves the lunar world. They, verily, return 
again. Therefore those seers who desire offspring follow the southern course. 
Matter, verily, is this Path of the Fathers. 

And so by the northern, by fervour, by service of the Eternal, by faith, by wisdom 
seeking the Divine Self, they win the sun. This is the home of lives, this is the 
immortal, the fearless, this is the higher way; from this, they return not again. 
This is the resting place. And so there is this verse: . 

The five-footed father, twelve-faced, they declare, 
In the upper half of heaven, a giver of sustenance. 
But these others call him the jar-shining one in the upper heaven, 
Set in a seven-wheeled chariot of six spokes. 

The month, verily, is a Lord of beings. Its dark half is Matter, and the bright, 
Life. Therefore these seers offer sacrifice in the bright half, but the others, in the 
other. 

Day and night, verily, is a Lord of beings. Of this, verily, day is Life, and 
nigflt is Matter. They waste their life who find love in the outward, but service 
of the Eternal finds love in the hidden. 

Food, verily, is a Lord of bl:ings. From it, verily, is the seed of life, from which 
these beings are born-forth~ Therefore they who fulfil the vow of the Lord of beings, 
produce a pair. 

Theirs, verily is the world of the Eternal, 
Whose are fervour and service of the Eternal, 
In whom truth is set firm. 

Theirs is the stainless world of the Eternal; not theirs, in whom are crookedness, 
untruth, or glamour. 

The answer of the Master Pippalada begins with the First Logos: the triune 
Being, manifested threefold, as the Lord of beings, the Life, and Matter, or 
primordial substance. The general tendency of the whole answer is, by apply
ing the law of correspondence, to show that this threefold division is found 
throughout the whole of the manifested worlds, here represented by the sun 
and moon, the circling year, day and night, food. The unfolding of the 
whole cosmic process is implied. 

The cosmic process is first illustrated by the visible sun and moon, the sun 
shining by its own light, the moon reflecting that light; the two thus symboliz
ing Spirit and Matter. 

But every phrase should be carefully thought out; every epithet is full of 
meaning. For example, the sevenfold division of the spaces, east, south, west, 
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north, lower, upper, intermedia~e, corresponds t? every sevenfold system, 
such as the Sevenfold Heavenly Host, the seven globes, the seven races. It 
may be said that the globes or the races develop in succession as the life-power of 
the Logos enters them and penetrates them with its rays. The Vedic verse, 
on the surface a description of the visible sun, is likewise a parable of the 
spiritual sun, the Logos. 

\Vhat is said of the circling year has also its deeper meaning. It refers to 
the two ways, Liberation and Reincarnation; also called the Path of the sun 
and the Path of the moon, or the Path of the Gods and the Path of the 
Fathers. 

And there is here also an allusion to the fundamental division in the spiritual 
history of India: on the one side, the Mystery teaching of the Rajputs; on the 
other, the sacrificil}l system and priestcraft of the Brahman hierarchy, whp 
say, "Offerings an<~ rewards are our work!" As against this sacrificial system, 
the Rajput sages taught "fervour, service of the Eternal, faith, wisdom, the 
seeking of the D,ivine Self." This is the way of the Gods, of the sun, of Lib
eration; those who go that way return not again. They are not constrained by 
Karma to fall again into rebirth. 

In later ages, Krishna and Siddhartha the Buddha taught this way of the 
sun; both were Rajputs and not Brahmans; both pointed out the way of 
Liberation. 

The five-footed father is the year divided into five seasons: the cold season, 
the hot season, the lesser rains, the greater rains, the period after the rains. 
The twelve faces are the twelve months. The seven-wheeled chariot is the 
sevenfold body of the sun: the visible sun with its higher principles. The 
wheel with six spokes set in the nave is a symbol of every system of six prin
ciples synthesized by the seventh. 

The contrasted halves of the year, and of the months, are elsewhere used in 
the Upanishads to symbolize the positive and negative poles of a series of 
ascending planes; the soul which passes from the smoke of the funeral pyre, 
through the negative pole of plane after plane, is the soul following the way of 
reincarnation under the bondage of Karma. The soul which rises from the 
flame of the funeral pyre to the positive pole of each plane is the soul free from 
the bondage of Karma, following the path of Liberation. 

It is said that theirs is the world of the Eternal, whose are fervour and serv
ice of the Eternal. This latter also has the technical meaning of chastity, as 
opposed to the desire of offspring. The graces which lead to the Eternal are 
those already enumerated, as possessed by the six disciples who came to the 
Master Pippalada. They came, bringing kindling-wood in their hands: the 
readiness to be enkindled, to "take fire." 

And so Bhargava of Vidarbha asked him: 
Master, how many bright powers uphold a being? How many cause this to 

shine forth? Which of them is the chiefest? 
To him he said: 
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Radiant ether is a bright power, air, fire, water, earth; voice, mind, sight and 
hearing also. They, shining forth, declare, We uphold this frame, establishmg it. 

To them the chiefest Life said: Fall not into delusion. I, verily, dividing 
myself fivefold, uphold this frame, establishing it. 

They were incredulous. He, from pride, ascends as it were above. As he de
parts upward, the lesser lives all, verily, depart; and as he returns. all, verily, return. 
Like as the bees all follow the honeymakers' king when he departs, and all return 
when he returns, so did voice, mind, sight and hearing. They, rejoicing, praise 
,the Life: 

This burns as the Fire-lord, this is the sun, 
This is the Rain-lord, this the Wind-lord, 
This is the Earth, Matter, the bright one, 
Being, non-being and what is immortal. 
As the spokes in the nave of a wheel, 
In the Life all is established; 
Verses and formulas and chants, 
Sacrifice and weapon and prayer. 
As Lord of beings thou movest in the germ, 
Thou, verily, art born forth; 
To thee, Life, these beings bring the offering, 
Thou, . who standest firm through the lives. 
Thou art chief bringer of offerings to the bright powers, 
Of the Fathers, thou art the first oblation; 
Thott art righteousness and truth of seers, 
Of the line of Atharvan and Angiras. 
Thou art Indra, Life, by thy radiance, 
Thou art Rudra the preserver; 
Thott movest in the sky as the sun, 
Thou art the Master of the stars. 
When thou descendest as rain, 
These thy beings, 0 Life, 
Stand rejoicing, for they say, 
We shall have food according to our desire. 
Thou art the Exile, Life, the one Seer, 
Thou art the consttmer, the good Lord of all; 
We are the givers of thy food, 
Thou art ,our Father, the great Breath. 
That form of thine which dwells in speech, 
That form of thine in hearing and sight, 
That which is spread forth in mind, 
Make it auspicious! Go not forth! 
All this is under Life's sway, 
Whatever is set firm in the three heavens; 
Gttard us as a mother her sons, 
Grant us grace and understanding! 
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The second question and answer carry us from the universal to the individual, 
to. what we may call an enumeration of the Seven Principles. These ·are Atma, 
the Life, and the five elements: radiant ether, air, fire, water, earth; with the 
powers, both of perception and of action, which correspond to these, though 
not all the powers are enumerated. 

Then we have another version of the parable, translated in Kena Upa1~ishad, 
where it is said that the Eternal won a victory for the Bright Powers, who ex
alted themselves in this victory, claiming it as their own. And, just as the 
Eternal there showed them its superiority and their dependence, so the Life 
here demonstrates its sovereignty over the lesser lives. These lesser lives, 
the lower principles, are but reflections and aspects of the spiritual Life. This 
is the fundamental reason why the personal self must in all things be subor
dinated to the Divine Self, each one of the personal powers being rendered 
obedient to that. 

In the hymn of praise sung by the powers, the One Life is recognized as the 
living and spiritual reality in all manifestations, whether of the celestial powers, 
or the spiritual forces which were held to dwell in the Rig Veda verses, the 
Yajur Veda formulas, the Sarna Veda chants, and the seers of the line of Athar
van and Angiras, who, through these verses and chants, offered adoration and 
sought divine graces. 

This hymn is a· spiritualization of the whole system of the Three Vedas; or, 
perhaps, a recognition and revival of the spiritual life with which they were at 
first endowed, and which later was obscured for those who handed them down. 

And so Kaushalya son of Ashvala asked him: 
llfaster, whence is this Life born? How does it come into this body? Or dividing 

itself, how is it established? Through what does it depart? How does it lay hold 
of u1hat is outside? Ho·w is it with reference to the Self? 

To him he said: 
llfany guestions thou askest! Thou art bent 011 the Eternal, therefore I tell it to 

thee. 
From the Divine Self, t•erily, this Life is born. As the shadow extended beside 

a man, so is it with this. Through the -.power of mind it comes into this body. 
Like as a king, verily, enjoins his lords, saying, Rule ot•er these t-illages and 

these villages! thus, verily,- the Life disposes hither and thither the lesser lit•es: in 
the !.ower powers, the downward-life; in sight, in hearing, in the mouth and nostrils, 
as the forward-life it establishes itself; but in the midst, the binding-life, for this 
binds together the food which has been offered, and from this these set•en flames 
arise. 

In the heart is the Self. Here are the Jumdred and one channels; from each of 
these, a hundred; from each of these, two and seventy thousand branch channels. 
In these, the distributing-life moves. 

And by one, the upward-life ascends; it leads through holiness to a holy world, 
throttgh evil to an evil world, through both to the world of men. 

As the sun, verily, the Life rises outwardly, and it links itself with this forward-
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life in the power of sight; and the power that is in earth, supports the downward
life; what is between, the shining ether, is the binding-life; the wind is the distribut
ing-life. 

The radiance is the upward-life. Therefore, when his radiance has become 
quiescent, he goes to rebirth through the powers dwelling in mind. 

According to his thinking, he comes to life; his life being linked by the radiance 
·with the Self, leads him to the world that he has moulded for himself. 

Whosoever, thus knoWing, knows the Life, his offspring fails not; he becomes 
immortal. There is this verse: 

He ~vho knows the origin, the entrance, the dwelling and the lordship of Life 
jit•efold, he reaches the immortal; knowing thi~, he reaches the immortal. 

There is a touch of humour in the eager disciple who, permitted to ask his 
Master one question, straightway asks six; and there is charming urbanity in 
the Master who answers, because the disciple is bent on the Eternal. 

This third question, or group of questions, brings to a point what has been 
said concerning the Life. Whence comes this Life? Through what impulsion 
does it enter the body? The answer is, that the Life comes from the Divine 
Self. Or, to put it in phrases more familiar to some, Buddhi, which is the 
substance and source of the lower principles, is itself a manifestation of Atma. 
Nor could there be a finer and more beautiful expression of the relation of 
Buddhi to the lower principles than the parable of the king and his lords whom 
he set over these and these villages. 

\Ve have next what may, perhaps, be described as the anatomy of the astral 
·or magnetic body, i~ which the life-force circulates; with the five modes of the 
life-force and the properties of each. The hundred and one channels have 
already been spoken of in the story of Death and Nachiketas: "A hundred 
and one are the channels of the heart; of them, one rises to the crown." This 
upward-life carries the soul to the paradise between death and rebirth, through 
the power called "the radiance." \Vhen this radiance expands, the soul enjoys 
paradise. When the radiance has expended itself and grows quiescent, he 
returns again to birth, drawn by the impulses dwelling in mind, the mental
emotional nature; powers that have remained latent through the period of 
paradise. He enters a life moulded by his own thoughts and deeds ; his Karma 
shapes his destiny. \Ve have, therefore, though only in outline, the teaching 
of Karma and reincarnation, as a part of the teaching revealed by the Vedic 
Master to his six disciples. 

C.J, 
(To be continued) 
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II 

And so Gargya, grandson of Surya, asked him: 
Master, in the man here, which powers sleep, and which wake in him? Which 

is the bright one who beholds dreams? Whose is this happiness? In what are all 
these bright powers set firm? 

To him he said: 
As, Gargya, the rays of the sun going to his setting all become one in his radiant 

circle, and again, when he rises agai.n, they go forth, thus, verily, all this becomes 
one in the higher bright power, Mind. Because of this then the man hears not, sees 
not, smells not, tastes not, speaks not, handles not, enjoys not, puts not forth, walks 
not; he sleeps, they say. 

The life-fires, verily, wake in this dwelling; the household fire, verily, is the 
downward-life; the sacrificial fire is the distributing-life; because it is brought 
forward from the household fire , from being brought forward, the fire of oblation is 
the forward-life. The binding-life is so called because it binds together the up
breathing and the down-breathing, the two oblations. Mind, verily, is the sacrificer. 
The fruit of the sacrifice is the upward-life. Day by day it brings the sacrificer to 
the Eternal. Here this bright power in dream experiences greatness; what was seen, 
as seen he beholds again; what was heard, he hears again, verily, as an object heard; 
what has been experienced by the different powers in their regions, he again per
ceives according to each power, the seen and unseen, the heard and unheard, the 
experienced and unexperienced, the real and unreal; all he perceives, as the All he 
perceives. 

When he is enveloped by the radiance, the bright power then beholds no dreams; 
and so then in this body that happiness arises. As, dear, the birds come home to 
the tree to rest, so, verily, all this comes to rest in the Higher Self: earth and forms 
of earth, water and forms of water, fire and forms of fire, air and forms of air, 
radiant ether and forms of radiant ether, sight and what is to be seen, hearing and 
what is to be heard, the power of smell and what is to be smelled, taste and what is to 
be tasted, touch and what' is to be touched, voice and what is to be spoken, the two 
hands and what is to be handled, the formative power and what is to be formed, the 
power which puts forth and what is to be put forth, the two feet and the power of 
going, the mind and what is to be thought, the intelligence and what is to be under
stood, self-reference and what is referred to self, imagination and what can be 
imagined, the radiance and what can be illumined, the life-breath and what can be 
supported. 

For it is he who sees, touches, hears, smells, tastes, thinks, 'understands, acts, the 
115 
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Self of understanding, the spiritual man; he is set firm in the higher, imperishable 
Self. 

He reaches the higher imperishable, who, verily, knows that shadowless, bodiless, 
colourless, radiant, imperishable; he, dear, knowing all, becomes All. And there is 
this verse: . 

The Self of understanding ·~.oith all the bright powers, 
All lives and beings are set firm in this; 
He, dear, who knows this imperishable, 
He, knowing all, has entered the All. 

T HE six questions addressed to .the Ved.ic Master, with their answers, 
form an ordered sequence whtch outlmes the whole of the Mystery 
teaching. The first answer teaches the emanation of the manifested 

universe and all worlds and beings therein through the Logos, "the Lord of 
beings." There is also an outline of the twin doctrines of liberation and 
reincarnation. The second answer sketches what we are accustomed to call the 
Seven Principles, both of the worlds and of man; the inferior principles being 
but aspects and manifestations of the one Divine Principle. In the third answer, 
the teaching of the Principles is further developed through their correspond
ence with the life-forces of the body, which are manifestations of the one Life. 

The fourth question and answer, translated above, lead to the considera
tion of the planes of consciousness which are treated more fully in the answer 
to the fifth question. 

The disciple asks concerning sleep. The Master answers, going back for his 
guiding thought to the first teaching, the manifestation of the worlds and man 
through the out-breathing of the Logos. As there is an out-breathing, so there 
is also an in-drawing. For the worlds, this in-drawing comes at the end of the 
world-period; for man, it comes at death, as has already been told in the second 
answer. But there is also sleep, the sister of death, in which the same in-draw
ing takes place, though it is an in-drawing of consciousness and not of sub
stance. The body is not dissolved as in death, but sinks into a torpor, awaiting 
the return of the powers on awaking. The body thus resting, with its powers 
indrawn, is likened to the house with its sacrificial fires; and the process of going 
to sleep is compared to a sacrifice, whose reward is the upward tide of aspiration, 
which carries the consciousness upward toward spiritual life. 

But the mid-world must first be passed through, the realm of dreams. \Ve 
are told that the scenery of the dream-world is made up of the images of things 
seen and heard and diversely perceived in the realm of waking. These images 
are reflected from below. But there are also reflections from above, images of 
things not se.en nor heard in the world of waking; spiritual images which should 
lead the consciousness upward to the living, spiritual world; images of beauty, 
truth and goodness, reflections of immortal Beauty, Truth and Goodness. 
That living, spiritual world is the dwelling of the Higher Self, the Immortal, 
which has put forth Mind and the bright power;; into the manifested world as 
its servants, to do its bidding and reap its harvests. 
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And just as sleep is, in a sense, a rehearsal of death, so this ascension of the 
consciousness in sleep is a foreshadowing of the final ascent of consciousness in 
the great Liberation, which is the true theme of all Mystery teachings. 

And so Satyakama, son of Shiva, asked him: 
]!faster, he who among the sons of men should meditate on Om until his life's end, 

u•hich of the worlds does he thereby win? 
To him he said: 
Om, Satyakama, is the higher and lower Eternal. Therefore he who knows, 

resting in this, comes to one of these worlds. 
If he meditate on one mea~ure, thereby illumined he quickly returns to this 

world. The Rig verses lead him to the world of men; there endowed with fervour, 
service of the Eternal, faith, he experiences greatness. 

And so if he be possessed of two measures in his mind, he is led by the Yajur 
verses to the mid-world, the lunar. world. Having enjoyed expansion in the lunar 
world he returns again. 

Again, he who meditates on this Om with three measures, and, through this Om, 
on the higher spiritual man, enveloped in the radiance, in the sun, like as a serpent 
is released from its slough, so is he released from the dar:kness of sin; he is led up by 
the Sarna verses to the world of the Eternal; he perceives the Spiritual Man, who is 
above the highest assembly of lives. As to this, there are these verses: 

The three measures, subject to death, are -ilnited, joined together, not disunited. 
When the outer, inner and middle are perfectly joined together in acts of medita

tion, the knower is not shaken. 
By the Rig to this world, by the Yajur to the mid-world, by the Sarna to the world 

the seers know; to that world, resting in Om, goes he who knows, to that which is full 
of peace, ageless, immortal, fearless. 

The syllable Om is made up of three measures: a-u-rn. These are taken to 
represent the three states of consciousness, physical, psychical, spiritual; united 
together, as Om, they represent the divine consciousness. As a secondary 
symbolism, the three Vedas, the Rig, Yajur and Sarna Vedas, are taken, like
wise standing for the three states of consciousness; the Veda, as a unity, stand
ing for the divine consciousness. 

Consciousness limited to the physical is represented by the first measure of 
Om; since there is no subjective life in such a case, nothing to build the scenery 
of the paradise between death and rebirth, such a one is reborn forthwith. 

The added subjective, .but not yet spiritual, consciousness, is represented by 
the second measure of Om. At death, such a one goes to the "lunar" paradise, 
so called because it shines by reflected light and, after waxing, will wane again. 

Spiritual consciousness is represented by the third measure of Om. The 
radiance is the Principle called Budd hi; the sun is the Logos. Through the 
illumination of Buddhi, he is united with the Logos, this union being Liberation. 
The Logos, whom Shankaracharya calls" the First-born," is the Spiritual Man, 
above the highest assembly of lives. 

It is the teaching of the Upanishads that man in sleep enters the spiritual 
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consciousness, but that, passing downward again through the mid-world, the 
world of dreams, he loses all remembrance of that consciousness; so far as his 
outer knowledge is concerned, spiritual consciousness comes to an end when the 
man returns to waking consciousness. Therefore .all three, physical, psychical 
and spiritual consciousness, have their ending for him; they are "subject to 
death." But they are perfectly united through meditation, through spiritual 
illumination; the spiritual man, dwelling in spiritual consciousness, uses 
psychical and physical consciousness for the purposes of his work, while stand
ing unshaken in the spiritual world. This is the ageless, immort;:~l, fearless 
world, his everlasting home. 

And so Sukeshan, son of Bharadt•aja, asked him: 
Master, Hiranyanabha of the Koshalas, the Rajput, coming to me, asked me 

this question: Son of Bharadvaja, knowest thou the Man of sixteen parts? · I said 
to the prince, I know him not; if I knew him, how should I not tell him 
to thee? He dries np, root and all, who speaks untruth, therefore I deign not to 
speak untruth. Ascending his chariot in silence, he departed. I ask thee this: 
Where is that Man? 

To him he said: 
Here, verily, within the body, dear, is the 1\fan in whom the sixteen parts are 

manifested. 
He, beholding, thought: In what going forth shall I go forth? Or in what set 

firm shall I be set firm? 
He put forth the Life; from the Life, faith, ether, air, fire, the •waters, the earth, 

the powers, mind, food, also came forth; from food, mlottr, fervour, the sacred 
verses, ·works, the ·worlds; and name also in the ·worlds. 

As these rolling rivers, flowing ocean·ward, reaching the ocean, find there 
their setting; their name and form are lost and they are called ocean; so of this seer, 
the sixteen parts, mO'IJing to•ward the Spiritual Man, on reaching the Spiritual 
1\{an, find their setting; their name and form are lost and they are called the 
Spiritual Man: so lze becomes partless, immortal. As to this, there is this verse: 

In whom the parts are set firm, like the spokes in the wheel's nave, him I know 
as the Spiritual Man to be kno·wn, therefore let not death perturb you. 

To them he said: 
Thus far know I this supreme Eternal; there is naught beyond. 
Praising him, they said: 
Thou art our father, ·who hast caused us to cross over to tmwisdom's further 

shore. Obeisance to the supreme Seers! Obeisance to the supreme Seers! 

Fully understood, the Spiritual Man concerning whom the question is put 
appears to be the Logos; the "sixteen parts" include, or represent, the seven 
worlds, the seven principles, and the activities of the principles in the worlds. 

The essence of the answer is the return to the Logos, through the great 
Liberation; as the rivers which, rising as clouds, have come forth from the ocean, 
return once more to the ocean when their cycle is fulfilled, so, when their time 
is fulfilled, all beings return to the Logos, becoming that from which of old they 
came forth; becoming again the partless Immortal. C. J. 
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