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SACRED STORIES,
LASTING LEGACIES

SEHR KHOSLA EXAMINES THE SHIFT FROM ORALTO WRITTEN TRADITIONS IN THE
PRESERVATION OF INDIAN EPICS

Sukadeva recting the Bhagavata Purana (Ancient Stories of the Lord) to Savant Singh (r. 1748-1757), by an unknoun artist from Kishengarh,
Rajasthan. Image from Los Angeles County Musaom of Art.

ands weathered by time resting on her

lap, silver grey hair rolled on the tip

of her hunched shoulders, an ancient

grandmother hums softly but steadily to

a dozen children sitting around her. She
speaks to them not from a book or scroll but from her
memory of listening to these poems from her clders.
Though illiterate, every note carries the weight of a
thousand tales woven into epic poems that transcend
generations. Her storytelling harks back to Narada,
the pioneer of storytelling known for his boundless
travels in heaven and mastery of passing on stories. Like
Narada singing tales, this grandmother becomes the
living bridge between the past and future, preserving
these narratives, and passing on the cycle of wisdom to
her grandchildren and the descendants to come.

65  PASSACE ISSUE I1 | MAY 2025

It is through these traditions spanning across millennia that
mmcahetalesofhumsm,devouonanddmypem\eaed
Indian culture through epics such as the

Mahabharata. ﬂmemeredhottshavewiduooddlem
of time due to the meticulous oral reciters who initially
memorised and them with accuracy.
However, the eventual shift to written forms enabled a more

ndnualsiyuﬂcanceoﬂhlssluﬁ,emmmgnsunmon
the transmission, interpretation and continuation of India’s

literary heritage.

THE FOUNDATION OF INDIAN EPICS

The Vedas, which translate to “knowledge”, were among the
earliest examples of ancient Indian oral lterature. Other than
the content, aspects such as phonetic pronunciation, rhythm
and repetition have deep ritual significance. Consider the
Gayairi Mantra, one of the most famous Vedic chants.
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Durga sl.ays the Buffalo Demon Mahishasura, Makesh

Jorrs Mamd,

muade of 7*
temple. Imsge by Arathd Menon.

om bhar Wuvah stah fal saoituroeremyom
bhargo devasya dhmahi dhiyo yo nah pracodayas..

“Om, the Lord, 1s earth, the space in between and the
heavens. That Lord is the one who is the most worshipful.
We meditate on that effulgent, all-knowledge Lord. May he
set our intellect in the right direction_.”

The phonetics are spacifically crafted to produce
vibrations and a profound impact on the person reciting
it. Sacred sounds such as Omi, considerad the sound of the
universe are meant to invoke divine energy and the varied
pitch of sounds such as the emphasised svah affects the
rhythm and meaning

The Vadas laid the foundational structure for much of
ancient Indian literature, influencing the content and manner
in which storfes were told.

A FEAR OF LOSS

As expected, storytelling through oral tradition created
the risk of losing valued knowledge over generations.
There was always a possibility of modification, whether
intentional or accidental. At imes, contextual details were
modified to enable greater relatability among contemporary
audiences leading to a multitude of diverse interpretations
emerging across regions. Different sects and philosophical
schools had varying interpretations of characters and
events in sacred stores.

Further, natural disasters such as earthquakes, fires
and floods could destroy the physical environments such
as temples where these oral texts were memorised. With
empires expanding, native traditions and oral texts were often
suppressed. Conquerors imposed their languages and cultures
as In the case of invasions by the Huns or spread of the Roman
empire. There was also a possibility that the storytellers died
or moved away leading to cultural memory loss.

Mamailspuram, Tami! Nadw, Indss,

century granile. lrdepmtsaukfmmdn.\dﬂhndmpmu,‘rmb &* century CE carved in & cxve

ROCK INSCRIPTIONS AND CHISELS

Before the adoption of manuscripts in India, there was an
intermediate stage in the preservation of epics - chisalling
images of mythological figures such as Rama and Shiva

into rocks. This means of narration suggests that visual
presentation was integral to reinforcing oral traditions before
the use of writing. Moreover, these chiselled inscriptions
represent a stage in the evolution of written storytelling,
reflacting an increasing desire for preserving revered
narratives. Sculptures dating back millennia can be found in
Hindu temples as well as carvings and paintings of scenes in
Hindu and Buddhist mythology which can be seen in cave
temples, thus reiterating the importance of tangible stories.

THE ADVENT OF WRITING

Writing became more accessible in ancient India around the
third century BCE with Bralmii, thought to be the forerunner
of all of the scripts usad for writing languages in Southeast
Asia. Primarily used for administrative purposes, Brafmi
inscriptions appear on stone pillars, coins and edicts, with
the most notable instance being the rock edicts of Emperor
Ashoka. Bralmii was closely followed by its descendant scripts
such as Devanagari, evidenced first from the 1* century (used
for Sanskrit, Hindi and other regional languages).

Palm-leaf manuscripts, birch bark scrolls and ©
plates using Devanagar scripts allowed epics to be recorded
systematically in Sanskrit. According to tradition, Sage Vyasa
is credited with composing the 100,000-verse (shioka) long
Malabharata and dictating it to Lord Ganesha who “wrote”
it down. However, this “writing” was symbolic of the
transcription of an oral performance, and the first written
version of the Mahabharafi was in Sanskrit, the language of
scholars, priests and intellectuals. Over time, different regions
of India created their own retellings with the core narrative
sarving as a unifying force and collective memory among
diverse communities.

PASSACE ISSUE I1 | MAY 2025 66



Sehr Khosla, Tanglin Trust School; Date of Birth 27 August 2007

Upcoming : Scheduled for publish in May 2025

Mahabharata Manuscript, I17® century, gousche on paper, from Mysore — Seringspattam area. Image from the
Collection of the Astan Cimilisations Museum, Singapore. The tmage is @ rare and early Sarsknit munuscript with an

llustration of the Pandavas praying to Devt { Hindu deity).

THE SHIFTTO WRITTEN MANUSCRIPTS

The evolution of written tradition was vastly significant,
leading to the epic texts becoming standardised and
authoritative editions established to operate as references.
Consequently, scholars could now partake in further
analysis and discourse, leading to extensive commentaries
such as those on the Vedas by Adi Shankaracharya. As
sodieties began to value written texts, thinkers sought
to move beyond mythological explanations to more
rational and systematic enquiry. Similarly, shifting to the
written preservation of epics made the development of
theological curricula possible in educational centres such as
Takshashila, one of the oldest centres of leaming in India.
Trade routes further facilitated the spread of epic literature.
The Mahabharata and Ramayana reached Southeast Asia to
countries such as Thailand and Indonesia where they were
adapted to local cultures.
Preservation of oral epics does not end there, instead

persisting into contemporary society. Modem technology

has actually revitalised this preservation through Interactive
digital archives, digital storage and online platforms like
YouTube, podcast services that enable greater accessibility to
global audiences.

CONCLUSION

Oral traditions continue to remain relevant with Kathas,

or the art of storytelling, allowing for epics such as the
Mahabharasa, Ramayana and Puranas being transmitted in the
form of performances in temples and festivals. Whether it
be through the swish of a stylus writing Sanskrit script or
Kathas recited in community gatherings, India's literary and
cultural landscape continues to be shaped by the coexistence
and cooperation between both oral and written conventions.

SEHR KHOSLA 15 2 budding dassicist from Tanglin Trust School
and member of Friends of the Museumns Singapare.

Sage Vyass and the Hindu god Carnesha writing

Organisation, Philadeipiiz.
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THE ROLE OF DIVINE
IMAGERY IN FEASTS

SEHR KHOSLA EXAMINES THE ROLE OF DIVINE IMAGERY IN FEASTING ACROSS CULTURES

hat connects the ancient

Romans, Hindus,

and Japanese? Feasts!

Maore specifically...the

influence of divinity in
these feasts. Examining the role of divine
imagery in feasts reveals how various
caltures use religious symbaols to express
their beliefs, uphald social structures, and
maintain a connection with the spiritual
realm. Divine imagery is the use of visual,
symbalic or descriptive langmage including
depicting gods, goddesses, angels or other
celestial elements that are associated
with the spiritual world. In essence,
these depictions help to invoke a sense of
reverence or awe and have prevailed across
civilizations in distinct ways that reflect
their unique religious and cultural valees.

Celebration of Coresliz featived ix anciext. Rovee. Iwoge frove Fiackr.

DIVINE IMAGERY IN ROMAN
BANQUETS

In anclont Rome, banguess wore more than

merne ceichrations of abandance; they srved as

opporunitios to display reiigious devorion and

soclal stxus. Known as coemamns, those foasts ofen

oincidod with fosivals dodicand =0 spociiic

goxds, with divine imagery playing 2 coneral role.
Foarst seetings ofton foaturod statads of

altars dedicamad w0 household gods, the

Lares and Penases, who were believed (o

protect the home and family. Their presonce

at the foast emphasized the sacredness of the

houschold and ehe imporaance of maintaining a

harmonious reltiosship with the divine.

Roman banquets typically bogan wikh libasion:
rituzl pouring of wing or oehor ligquias s an

_ offering to symbolicaily Invite the S0 10 panaks
ﬁwajkbﬂhlﬁb&lﬂuthnﬂﬂ]dnmﬂ—uw In the feoee, stabiishing a connoction botweon

Phodo fram Wikiranda Commena. the paniipams and e divine. Bacrhus, the pod

28
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of wing, froquonsly appeamd in thes saesings, as dopicsxd

in fmscoes and mosxics. As £he dely of wine, rovelry, and
scstasy, Bacchus reprsontad $he pleasunes of the foees whike
2iso mminding anendoos of the Imponane of modaration - 3
key vinue in Roman mocal philosoptry.

Other gods also played significant roles in ihe magery
of thase banquess. Cons, the goddoss of agricukum,
symbolizad the canh's bouney. Foeasts haid in her hooour,
espochally during the Comalia feaival, provided Romans
20 ppponunity 1 apRss pratinade for ihe harvos. Foasts
Includod froshly harvesod grain and broad; panicipams
would adorn themseives and alars with gariands made
from whont and Sowens w0 visually align themsolves wkh
the diving bicssings of $e goddoss.

NINE-DAY HINDU FESTIVAL - NAVRATRI
Navratel, 2 signtficant Hindu foival, consists of 2 sorios
of fomses and rkuals dodicatod 0 & goddess Durga in

her varioos forms. Colebratod over mine mighes, Navreaer
honours the divine femining 2nd the sriamph of good over
evil. Each night Is dodicasad t0 2 diving qualiey of Duga,
with s associaod divine magery.

Navratrl feassing oxtonds boyond the plvysical act of
coning; it is 2 spirkual ritual with divine imagery connecing
dovotoos with ihe sacrod aspocss of the fostival This Includes
consuming Sarenc foods that 2 considerad pure and

spiriecally upiifting such 2s fruits, dairy, moss, and grains like
buckwhont. The colowrns of food also mfiocs divine mmapory
honouring different aspenss of the goddaess; yoliow, red,

and whikss foods roprosore know ledae, power, and purity
respoctively. Food prpmndmmgthcmuyslsoﬂcmdw
the goddoss as prasad {offering) before eing consumod asa
gosure of graskude and devieion 1o the divine,

On the fine day, dovisees wonship Shallaputr], ihe
daughter of the mountains, who is depiced riding a ball and
holding a trideme - symbols of strongth and dotenm ination.
The foods progared on this day, often simpie dishes Tike
bolied potatoes, rofloct the valkass of simpicky and purky
assochied with Shaliaputrl. They sorve 2 3 rominder of
the vinues embodiad by he goddess and tholr imponance
In overcoming lif's challenges. As e fostival progrosses,
differoes forms of Coddess Durga are homound, axch
with unique imagery and symbolism. On the soventh
day, for cxampie, devoesss worship Kalaratrd, the fiomast
aspocs of the feminine divine. or dark, wild Incaenasion
reprosones vanguishing ovil and gives devotoes strengsh. The
cormsponding foess i ypically mom austern, mflocdng the
serous nasure of Kalaraeri's e & the destroyer of darkness,

Navrasr fmsts 200 communal oveness, bringing familics
and communities together in worship and shared meals. The
divine Imagery during those foases sorves s 3 focal poims
for collecyive devosion, strengthoning communal bonds, and
transfonming the foase Ine0 2 sacmd risal.

Codebrating the Formude Divtre - Dungs Pup addiroon in Singapors. Mhols sowee Tree of ludie
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KAMI SYMBOLS IN SHINTO FEASTS

In Snirao, the Indigenoes religlon of fapan, divine imagery is
asocixed with Xami, the spirks or deitios belioved o inhabit
nasural slemonss, objocts, and ancoessors. Foasts and ritals,
panicularly during feszivals known 2s Masurl, cften involve
offerings 0 e Kaml.

¥Xami are ofton symbolisod by demants like the Toell
gate, which marks &5 entrance 0 3 Sacmd SfRe, O specific
nasural atres Mke rocks, troes, or bodies of waser bolioved
10 howse 3 Kami. During Shimto fass, those symbols are
troandd with roat respacy, and offerings of food, sake, and
other ems 2% mads 10 honour and 2ppoase the Kaml,
ansuring harmaony betwoen humans and e matura] world.

Unlike the mone anthropemorphic repeesentations in
Roman and Hindu traditions, Shiseo divine Imagery &
closely tied t0 nasure and s ofson abseract. The focus is
on recognilzing the presence of Xami In the ransral world
and living in darmony with those spirks. To honour this,
paricipants fisst purify thomsoives by periods of abstinence
varying from 2 fow howrs 1o days and by bathing,
preferably In sait water. The Kami s then roquested to
descend through an ivocatory fise involving opening

Kague devce performance. Image frems Dioe! Hirosfora: intraduction
4z Kagurs.
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mner doors of the shrine, baating a drum, and ringing
bells. Shinto foasss are not s colebrations of abundance,
b= also exproessions of gratitade and roaéflirmations of the
bond berwoen the community and nasure. The peegarasion
and constmpeion of roe during these foasts are acs of
reverense, whersin i rioe ol symbholns bissings of
the divine Kami. Reuaxls Hke the Kagum dance, performad
during or after these foasts are imended 0 ansentain the
Kam! and socure thelr cominuod protection.

DIFFERENT PATHS... SIMILAR DEVOTION

The use of dIvIng Imagery I foasts aCTDes SOCIDNSS Sorves to
connect humans with tho diving, yot the ways those tulruns
empioy such imagery difer signiicantly. In Roman banguess,
divine imageey & closely linked +0 sockal onder and the
reiationship borween the gods and the state. The Imagery
In foass Is okeon ciaborase, refocting the wealth and st
©Of the host and the Impanance of the gods In mainiaining
socioeal onder. In contrae, divine imagery in Navrair foases
emphasizes personal devotion and the embodimen: of
divine vinaos. The foous of rituals and food propamton
5 on individual relaeioeships with the goddes, exprossod
through comeunal worship and shamd meals. Shinto foasts,
on the other hand, use more abserace divine imagery that &
closely linked to nature. The peesance of Kam| & symbolsnd
through nasural objocts and rituals, reher than datalled
visual reprosonsations, and foasts empiasize the Imponance
of living in harmony with the nataral workl.

Fooess In diieront civilisations Incorporaes sacred symbols
In ways thae embody their distine: cukucal and religious
contexes. Despiee tholr difforoncos, e s of diving Imagecy
I foasts 2Croes Culures underscnnms 3 universal human
aesire =0 connact with the divine, minforcing communivy
Maentitios and oxprssing religiows devosion.

SEHR KHOSLA = 3 budding classcst om Tangin Trus: Schoal
ana mamber of Frioncs of 1 MuseUT SINGpote.




