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Books of Interest

VIVEKA-CUDÂMANI OR CREST-
JEWEL OF WISDOM OF ªRI
ªAMKARÂCHÂRYA, Text in Devanâgari

and Translation, by Mohini M. Chatterji,
F.T.S., The Theosophical Publishing
House, Adyar, Chennai, India, 2009,
pp.232.

One of the major contributions of the
Theosophical Society to Indian culture
was the publication of translations of
important  books on Indology into English.
Viveka-cudâmani seems to have been an
early attempt by Mohini M. Chatterji.
As a Theosophical worker, with an
intellectual grasp of Theosophical and
Vedic  teachings, he was deputed to help
the then slender band of Theosophists in
the West, with some of the Eastern  teach-
ings. As early as the 1880s, his text was
published in The Theosophist (vol. VII,
1885–86 and vol. IX, 1887–88). The
translation of Sanskrit texts definitely
helped familiarize the West with the
spiritual ideas of the East. At the same time,
it helped Indians become aware of their
own culture.

Viveka-cudâmani was composed more
than a thousand years ago. A well-known
book of Eastern philosophy, its authorship
is attributed to ªankarâcharya, considered
as an icon of spiritual thinking.

Just as the Bhagavadgitâ is identified
with Indian philosophy in general, similar-
ly Vivekacudâmani  has  been considered
as the basic text for the Advaita School of

philosophy. Upadeºa-sahasri, Vedânta-

sâra and others are also widely read, but
Viveka-cudâmani, with its 580 verses, is
larger in extent and deeper in  content.

The  keyword in the book is viveka

(discrimination), which is the natural
corollary of Wisdom. So translators have
felt free to use both ‘discrimination’ and
‘wisdom’ as translations for viveka.

Many English translations of this text
are available, by scholars from both India
and the West. John Grimes, in his Preface
to Vivekacudâmani, refers to nine trans-
lations: one published in 1912, in the
journal Brahmavâdin 17, by Chunilal C.
Bohra; a German translation by M.
Chatterji, Das Palladium der Weisheit,
Leipzig, 1895; one by Charles Johnston
from New York in 1925, The Crown Jewel

of Wisdom which does not have the text;
and others.

The translation by  Mohini M. Chatterji
seems to be the earliest of the  available
translations, with footnotes by the trans-
lator and notes. These highlight similar
ideas and concepts perceived in Theo-
sophical books. Though Buddhism was
the major influence on Theosophy,
Advaita and other streams of Eastern
wisdom were also acknowledged by
Theosophists.

The unique feature of this book is
its reference to Theosophy. In the trans-
lations of other scholars, the footnotes and
notes provided by them refer to parallel



March 2011 33

Books of Interest

ideas and sources, mainly from the
Upanishad-s, the Bhagavadgitâ and other
ancient texts. But in this book, there is the
added advantage of references from
Theosophical books. Some of the Theo-
sophical books mentioned in the notes are
worth independent study later.

In verse 18, the four requisites
(sâdhana chatushtaya) of an aspirant
have been listed, and these are presented
beautifully as Discrimination, Desire-
lessness, Good Conduct and Love, in At

the Feet of the Master by Alcyone. In
verse 172, the waking life is said to be
a type of dream. C. W. Leadbeater’s
Dreams  and Mr Keightley’s article on the
psychology of dreams, make a compre-
hensive study of dreams at various mental
levels. Light on the Path  has ideas similar
to verse 269, where it talks about our erro-
neous conception about âtman  being the
body, senses, etc. J. Krishnamurti’s books
Life in Freedom and Now are referred to
in the description of vâsanâ or desire.

Simile and analogy are also used as
powerful tools to help explain significant
points. Verse 78 points out that five non-
human creatures (deer, elephant, moth,
fish and bee) each meet with death, be-
cause of a weakness for one particular
sense — sound, touch, sight, taste and
smell respectively. ªankara asks — What

then of man, bound by all the senses?
Translation is an indispensable bane

for scholars embarking on the noble path
of bridging the gap between the differ-
ent language groups. In the footnote to
verse 137, the translator mentions the
compulsion behind using ‘manifests’
for translating the verb ‘vilasati’ though
its actual meaning, which has deep
implications, is ‘plays’. Similarly the word
‘ignorance’ has to make do for the words
‘ajñâna’ and ‘avidyâ’ (v.139), whereas
‘error’ would be better. Manas, being the
organ of doubt is taken to be the same as
avidyâ (v.171).

ªankarâchârya, besides being a philo-
sopher, also composed many devotional
pieces. So it is no surprise that in this book,
philosophy has been couched in poetic-
ally beautiful phrases. Verses 400 to 403
have the same refrain — nirviºese bhidâ

kutah? (With distinction not there, whence
the difference?) This is the essence of
Advaita.

Verses 409 to 411, all end with ‘h·di

kalayati  vidvân  brahmapurnam

samadhau’. (The wise man in Samâdhi

realizes the purna brahma in his own
heart.) Both the text and the translation
are interesting and absorbing tools for the
inner glow; verily a crest-jewel.

                               S. SIDDHARTHA

Form is emptiness and the very emptiness does not differ from
form, nor does form differ from emptiness.

Hannya-shin-gyo, The Heart Sutra
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