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Nothingness
Hindu

BLOCK PRINTS BY CAREN LOEBEL-FRIED

India, lived Rishi Uddalaka Aruneyi, with his wife and their son, Svetaketu.
Rishi Uddalaka Aruneyi was not just a learned scholar and teacher; he was
also a very wise man.

Coming from a Brahmin family where knowledge of the Vedas was considered to
be sacrosanct, Uddalaka dreamed of the day when Svetaketu would also pursue the
study of those scriptures. But even more importantly, he hoped that his son would
have the wisdom to go beyond the scriptural words and imbibe their true essence.

Time passed. When Svetaketu became twelve years of age, Uddalaka felt that it
was the opportune time to begin his son’s formal education. Therefore, following
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the traditions of those imes, he sent Svetaketu to a gury-
kula (another rishi’s hermitage) to live, study, and serve.
At the gurukula, Svetaketu studied the arts, sciences,

philosophies, and scriptures under the able guid-

ance of his guru and several other teachers for the

next twelve years. After completing his education
at the age of twenty-four, he returned home with
an exalted opinion of himself—proud of his
knowledge and high attainments.

Before long, Uddalkaka, the wise father that
he was, detected his son’s arrogance. With a sor-
rowful heart, he recognized that such arrogance

could stem only from bookish knowledge and an
ignorance of the true nature of existence. So one
afternoon, while they were both resting under the
shade of the old Pegpal tree at the hermitage, Udda-
laka said: “Svetaketu! My dear son! Tell me what you
have learned so farl” '

“O Father!” responded Svetaketu, with outstretched palms and puffed-
out chest. “Not only have I learned everything that knowledge can possibly teach,
but I have also mastered all the arts, sciences, and philosophies.”

“Is that so, my son?" asked Uddalaka. “Then, tell'me! Have you sought that
knowledge through which the unheard becomes heard? The unthought becomes
thought? And the unknown becomes known?"

Listening to that single question, Svetaketu’s arrogance was completely uprooted.
Ruefully, he recognized the severe limitations of his acquired knowledge; falling
at his father’s feet, he pleaded for further instruction. Satisfied that Svetaketu’s
curiosity for true knowledge had finally been awakened, Uddalaka raised him up
gently, and with a warm embrace, accepted him as a disciple.

THE NEXT MORNING, THEY LEFT THE HERMITAGE for a long walk through the
nearby village. Gazing at the village children who were playing with their
earthen toys at the mango grove, Uddalaka said, “Svetaketu, look at those toys. Let
us go to the pottery and see how they are made.” .

So they went to the potter’s cottage and watched him at work at the wheel. Look-
ing around, they saw the place filled with various kinds of pots, toys, and dishes—
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each one of them unique in its own way. Uddalaka picked up a small lump of clay,
showed it to Svetaketu, and said, “It is through this lump of clay that all these differ-
ent objects have come into being. No matter what shape, size, or name, the reality is
that they are all made of clay.”

They went to the goldsmith's shop, then to the blacksmith, and noticed the same
thing: all the objects were gold and iron, respectively.

Returning to the hermitage, Uddalaka repeated their observations:

“As things made of clay can be known by knowing a lump of clay,
As things made of gold can be known by knowing a lump of gold,
As things made of iron can be known by knowing a lump of iron,
So should one seek that Reality, that essence, which pervades the whole universe,”

“Please teach me about that Reality, Father,” Svetaketu requested.

Uddalaka pointed at the huge Nyagrodha tree near to their cottage and said,
“Very well. Go, fetch me a fruit from that tree.” Svetaketu went to the tree, plucked
a fruit, and brought it

“Now break it open and tell me what you see,” said Uddalaka. Breaking it open,
Svetaketu replied, “Numerous seeds.”

Uddalaka responded, “Now break open one seed and tell me
what is hidden within.” So Svetaketu broke it open, looked
into it, and said, “Nothing.”

“Nothing?” questioned Uddalaka.

“Ves, Father,” replied Svetaketu. “There is noth-
ing inside the seed.” it

“Hmm! There is nothing inside the seed!”
repeated Uddalaka. “Yet, it is from this nothing-
ness that this mighty Nyagrodha tree has come
into being. So you see, Svetaketu! It is this very
Nothingness, this invisible and subtle essence,
which pervades the whole universe. Tai Tvam
Asi, thou art that, my dear son. And that is the
Reality.”

—Retold by Rama Devagupta, from the
Chandogya Upanishad
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A Window on
Anglo-Saxon Culture

PAUL SORRELL

Riddles can not
only entertain,
but also
transform

NYONE WHO HAS USED an expression like “disc
Ajﬂ-ﬂkﬂf or “couch potato,” or who has referred

to babies as “rugrats” or to an intimate couple
as “making the beast with two backs” has ereated rid-
dles like an Anglo-Saxon poet, more specifically the
compressed riddles known as kennings.

For these early Germanic inhabitants of England,
riddles were not merely a literary form—although
several well-defined riddle collections survive from the
period—but a way of seeing and of speaking, a perva-
sive mentality, The key to this mentality is metaphor; the
ability to see one thing in terms of another, to bring
one sphere of experience into playful contact with
something quite different, and to rejoice in the con-
junction of seemingly disparate worlds, Poetic kenning
does this in a single word or phrase, such as “gannet’s
bath” (an expression for the sea), “sea-stallion” (ship),
or "battle-adder” (arrow). The riddle proper achieves
the same effect by means of a more extended compari-
son, ostensibly describing one thing (often an animal
of some kind), but skillfully incorporating a vital clue
that will allow the attentive reader or listener to discard
this “false solution” and find the true identity of the
riddle-subject (often an object or implement).

In this way, the Latin author of the Bern riddles
describes a2 “hoofed” creature that willingly carries
people on its back, but doesn’t need breaking in as
a youth or "beating with your heels” when old. The
answer is a seat or bench, but we may have been briefly
fooled into thinking that it was a horse. Old English
riddle 34 of the Exeter Book speaks of a ravaging beast
that stalks the countryside plundering the earth by
means of its teeth. When we are told that this creature
uproots the weak plants but leaves the strong ones
standing, we are able to set aside the ostensible subject
and realize that the “creature” is in fact a rake, a com-
mon agricultural implement:

I saw a creature in the towns of men,

one that feeds cattle. It has many teeth. -

Its beak is useful to it, and it travels pointing downwards.

It plunders according to instructions and comes home again,

roams about right up to the walls, seeking plants.

It always finds those that are not firm;

it leaves the healthy ones, fast by their roots, standing fixed in
their plot,

shining brightly, blooming and growing,

Sometimes the riddles seem almost to abandon their
enigmatic aspect and offer a striking lyrical evocation of
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