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About the book

In "Darsan: Seeing the Divine Image in India," Diana L. Eck invites readers

on a profound journey through the vibrant and multifaceted landscape of

Indian spirituality, where the act of seeing transcends mere observation to

become a sacred encounter with the divine. Through a rich tapestry of

cultural practices, rituals, and diverse religious traditions, Eck explores the

pivotal concept of darsan—a transformative vision that connects the

worshipper with the divine presence embodied in images and icons. As she

navigates the intricate interplay between faith and perception, the author

challenges us to reconsider our own ways of seeing and understanding the

divine, ultimately revealing that the search for meaning is a deeply human

quest that resonates across cultures. Dive into this compelling narrative to

uncover how the sacred manifests in the everyday lives of millions, and

discover how India’s spiritual heritage continues to inspire and illuminate

the path toward a deeper connection with the cosmos.
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About the author

Diana L. Eck is an esteemed scholar of religion, known for her profound

insights into the cultural and spiritual landscapes of India. A professor of

comparative religion and Indian studies at Harvard University, she has

dedicated her academic career to exploring the dynamics of religious

diversity and the intersections of faith in contemporary society. Eck's work

extends beyond academia; she is also a celebrated public intellectual who

emphasizes the importance of interfaith dialogue and understanding. Her

path-breaking book, "Darsan: Seeing the Divine Image in India," reflects her

deep engagement with Indian traditions and her commitment to fostering a

broader appreciation of India's rich religious heritage.
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Chapter 1 Summary: Seeing the Sacred

In "Darsan: Seeing the Divine Image in India," Diana L. Eck presents an

 exploration of the concept of darsan and its significance in Hindu culture,

intertwining the themes of visual perception, sacredness, and the nature of

divinity. 

1. Darsan, which translates to "seeing," is not merely an act of sight but a

profound ritualistic experience wherein worshippers actively seek to

perceive the divine image in temples or shrines. This act of seeing serves not

only to acknowledge the presence of deities like Krishna or Durga but also

facilitates an exchange of gazes, where the devotees feel seen by the divine

in return. Pilgrimage often embodies this pursuit, with millions traveling to

sacred sites (tirthas) like Banaras or Badrinath for the purpose of obtaining

darsan.

2. The concept of darsan extends beyond mere images; it includes the

recognition and interaction with holy persons such as saints and sadhus.

When figures like Mahatma Gandhi were in public view, crowds would

amass to receive his darsan, which emphasizes the cultural importance

placed on both the act of seeing and the perceived presence of holiness.

3. The nature of seeing in Hindu thought is connected to touching and

knowing. The eye is revered as a means to grasp truth, a sentiment echoed in
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ancient Sanskrit texts where 'seeing' suggests a form of understanding akin

to intellectual insight. This sensory perception is layered with the notion that

visual experiences serve as avenues to deeper knowledge and connection

with the divine.

4. The Indian society is characterized as an imaginative, visually-oriented

culture where divine manifestations are vividly encountered in everyday life.

The visual landscape of India is both rich and diverse, presenting an array of

sensory experiences that intertwine the sacred with ordinary existence. This

engagement leads to a holistic understanding of life, death, and spirituality,

challenging the notion of a solely interior or mystical understanding of

Hindu worship.

5. The relationship between sight and film is considered significant; film

serves as a bridge to the vibrant visual culture of India, allowing observers to

witness the detailed expressions of Hindu spirituality that are often

overlooked in textual studies. The sensuous nature of Hindu rituals engages

multiple senses and establishes a direct connection to the divine through

sight, sound, and touch.

6. Eck distinguishes between two types of images in Hindu culture: artistic

images and those captured through film or photography. Artistic

representations reflect complex mythologies and social narratives, while

photographic images require a contextual understanding to avoid
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misinterpretation. Both forms of imagery invite contemplation on how we

perceive and interpret the sacred within different cultural practices.

7. The multitude of deities in Hinduism reflects a radical polytheistic

imagination markedly different from Western traditions, often rooted in

monotheistic beliefs. This plurality allows for multiple expressions of the

divine, where each deity can embody various aspects of existence and

human experience without negating the oneness of the ultimate reality

(Brahman). Consequently, each divine representation becomes a lens

through which the overarching unity of existence is perceived.

8. The text emphasizes an understanding of Hinduism that embraces both

diversity and unity, rooted in concepts of interconnectedness and the need

for cultural humility when approaching another tradition. The varied

representations of the divine through imagery stress the importance of

context in interpreting the visuals of Hindu worship, challenging Western

biases and assumptions.

9. Eck's work ultimately calls for a more nuanced viewing of Hindu images,

urging readers to witness the vibrancy of belief that shapes the lives of

Hindus. In acknowledging the potency of darsan, viewers may also begin to

appreciate the sacredness of various expressions of faith and the

transformative potential of the divine gaze in everyday life. 
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This comprehensive examination of darsan and its implications in Hindu

worship invites a deeper appreciation of the interplay between vision,

culture, and the sacred, providing a rich framework within which to

understand the complexities of Hindu spirituality and the importance of

perception as a means of connection.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The profound ritual of darsan transcends mere sight and

fosters a deep connection with the divine.

Critical Interpretation: As you contemplate the essence of darsan,

imagine stepping into a temple where the vibrant energies of the

deities invite you to engage in a sacred exchange of gaze. This act of

seeing is not just a fleeting moment, but a transformative ritual that

reaches beyond the physical realm, offering you an opportunity to feel

truly seen by something greater than yourself. In a world filled with

distractions, the practice of seeking darsan encourages you to slow

down and become fully present in your environment, inviting you to

recognize the divine in both the extraordinary and the mundane. By

embracing this profound act of perception, you can cultivate a deeper

awareness of the interconnectedness of life, spirituality, and human

experience, allowing the divine gaze to illuminate your understanding

of existence and inspire you to find beauty and meaning in every

moment.
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Chapter 2 Summary: The Nature of the Hindu Image

In the exploration of the Hindu image, we encounter a profound dichotomy

 between iconic and aniconic representations, both of which embody key

principles of divine perception and worship in Hinduism.

1. The images seen by Hindus in temples can take various forms, including

anthropomorphic depictions with exaggerated features, theriomorphic

representations, or completely formless symbols, such as rocks or natural

stones. To understand this spectrum, we differentiate between iconic images,

which bear a recognizable likeness to their mythic subjects, and aniconic

images, which represent the divine in symbolic, non-representational forms.

2. Iconic images are those that resemble their divine counterparts; examples

include anthropomorphic sculptures of gods like Ganesa or Hanuman. The

term “icon” originates from words meaning "likeness," similar to the Greek

"eikon." On the other hand, aniconic images are symbolic artifacts such as

the linga of Shiva or sacred stones like the salagrama, which signify divine

presence without resembling a deity. This distinction leads to a rich history

of both traditions, reflective of their respective ritual contexts and cultural

evolutions.

3. Aniconic images often stem from folk traditions and non-Vedic practices,

where stones or natural formations were venerated as deities. These local
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deities, like village goddesses or spirits associated with natural elements, are

revered through simple acts of worship, such as offerings of flowers or

water. This ancient practice establishes a continuum of worship where the

recognition of the divine lies not in ornate imagery but in the essence of

nature itself.

4. The iconic image, however, has gained prominence over two millennia,

particularly illustrated by the intricate sculptures and temples produced

during India’s Gupta period. Here, images like Nataraja, or Shiva dancing,

encapsulate complex theological narratives and embody the divine’s many

facets through their symbolic gestures and vibrant contexts. These images

serve as visual theologies and living scriptures, narrating myths and

principles foundational to Hindu belief.

5. The ritual use of images reveals two main perspectives: one sees the

image merely as a focal point for meditation, while the other regards it as a

genuine embodiment of the deity. The latter view emerged from the

devotional bhakti movement, emphasizing the personal nature of the divine

and encouraging deep emotional connections between worshipers and the

deities through tangible images.

6. Ritual offerings serve as expressions of devotion in Hindu worship,

involving various acts of reverence that range from offering food and

incense to performing daily rites that honor the emotions and motifs of
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relationships. The relationship between the worshiper and the divine is

characterized as one of mutuality and affection, intertwining human gestures

with divine presence.

7. The process of image creation is governed by meticulous ritual guidelines

that dictate the visual form and aesthetic qualities of divine representations.

These guidelines ensure that each image is beautiful and aligns with

traditional representations, thus inviting divine presence into the crafted

form. Following creation, a consecration ritual—activating the image with

divine presence—breathes life into it, marking it as a vessel for the deity.

8. Festivals in Hindu culture celebrate the divine through seasonal rituals

utilizing images, showcasing their centrality in communal devotion. This

involves the creation of special festival idols, often leading to processions

where the deities are paraded in public, allowing for communal engagement

with the divine. Such participatory acts link individuals with the broader

sacred narrative, deepening their spiritual connection within the community.

Throughout these various aspects, the Hindu image transcends mere physical

representation, connecting the divine with the human experience and

facilitating a rich tapestry of worship characterized by devotion, creativity,

and communal participation. As a result, images, whether iconic or aniconic,

embody the intricate relationship between the seen and unseen, the divine

and human.



Aspect Description

Dichotomy of
Representations

Hindu images are categorized into iconic (recognizable likeness)
and aniconic (symbolic, non-representational).

Iconic Images Resemble divine counterparts; examples include anthropomorphic
sculptures like Ganesa and Hanuman.

Aniconic Images Represent the divine without resembling deities; e.g., Shiva's linga
and sacred stones.

Folk Traditions Aniconic images often derive from folk practices where natural
elements are venerated as deities.

Prominence of
Iconic Images

Gained prominence over time, especially during Gupta period with
intricate sculptures like Nataraja.

Ritual
Perspectives

Images can be viewed as meditation focal points or true
embodiments of the deity.

Ritual Offerings Acts of devotion include offerings and daily rites that express
emotional connections with the divine.

Image Creation
Process

Governed by ritual guidelines ensuring aesthetic qualities and
beauty; includes a consecration ritual.

Cultural Festivals Festivals involve seasonal rituals showcasing images, creating
communal engagement with the divine.

Overall
Significance

Hindu images create a connection between divine and human
experience, enriching worship practices.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The Power of Aniconic Worship

Critical Interpretation: Imagine standing before a smooth, unadorned

stone, its simplicity overshadowed by the profound weight of what it

represents. In this moment, you discover the transformative power of

aniconic worship, where the divine manifests not through intricate

carvings or detailed depictions but rather in the raw essence of nature

itself. This perspective challenges you to see divinity in the world

around you—be it in a quiet stream, a mountain’s silhouette, or the

vibrant life of a bustling forest. In these elements, you find a reminder

that spirituality isn’t confined to elaborate rituals or complex icons; it

thrives in the subtlety of the ordinary. With each simple offering of

gratitude, you are reminded that connecting with the divine can be as

effortless as acknowledging the beauty of a sunset or the whispering

wind. This inspiring notion encourages you to cultivate a deep

reverence for the natural world, fostering a sense of spirituality that is

inherently accessible and profoundly enriching.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/mUs2mMTyRRb


Chapter 3: Image,Temple,and Pilgrimage

In "Darsan: Seeing the Divine Image in India," Chapter 3 explores the

 intricate relationship between temples, images, and pilgrimage in Hindu

belief. The chapter begins by emphasizing the architectural and spiritual

significance of temples, which are seen as microcosmic representations of

the universe. The construction of a temple involves carefully selecting its

location, invoking local spirits to vacate the site, and ultimately opening the

temple's "eyes" to signify its divine presence. Temples are meticulously

constructed according to sacred geometrical designs known as mandalas,

symbolizing cosmic order and housing deities.

1. The process of temple construction follows ancient rituals that invoke the

cosmic Person, Purusa, who embodies universal essence. This careful

adherence to architectural canons reflects not just creativity, but a

deep-seated ritual tradition. The temple is likened to a mountain, linking

terrestrial and celestial realms. Its exterior is adorned with life-like images,

while the dark, cave-like inner sanctum—garbhagrha or "womb

chamber"—contains the sacred image housing the essence of the divine.
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Chapter 4 Summary: Afterword

In the aftermath of a significant wave of global immigration that began in

 the mid-1960s, Hindu communities have flourished and diversified in the

West, particularly in the United States. The rise of these communities, which

grew from fewer than 6,000 Indians in 1965 to over 815,000 by the 1990

census, has led to the establishment of numerous temples. These temples

have transformed neighborhoods and provided spaces for worship, prayer,

and cultural connection in cities from Flint, Michigan, to Houston, Texas.

1. The small family murtis, or images of the divine, brought over by early

immigrants played a crucial role as focal points of worship in personal

spaces, such as home shrines. Daily rituals often included lighting incense,

reciting prayers, or singing bhajans before day-to-day activities.

2. As Hindus settled into their new environment, they formed diverse

religious practices. Some sought connection within the established ISKCON

temples, while others amalgamated various regional and sectarian influences

to create a more inclusive identity. They organized into associations,

celebrated communal festivals, and initiated the building of pan-Indian

temples, asserting their cultural heritage and religious practices in a new

land.

3. The decision to construct temples represented a pivotal commitment from
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Hindu communities to establish a permanent foundation for their traditions

in America. Many of the founders, initially arrived as students, decided to

lay down roots in the U.S. This shift necessitated a negotiated identity as

both Hindus and Americans, prompting deeper engagement with Hindu

traditions across diverse sects.

4. Once established, temples required dedicated effort involving the presence

of trained priests, or pujaris, to perform the necessary rituals and uphold the

daily maintenance of deities. Unlike interim rituals in community halls,

temple deities demand constant care and vibrant community involvement,

strengthening the ties within the religious community.

5. The first temples in America—such as those in New York and

Pittsburgh—were carefully constructed, often relying on traditional artisans

from India. The murtis, meticulously made to meet ritual specifications,

�u�n�d�e�r�w�e�n�t� �a� �t�r�a�n�s�f�o�r�m�a�t�i�o�n� �t�h�r�o�u�g�h� �c�o�n�s�e�c�r�a�t�i�o�n� �r�i�t�e�s�.� �T�h�e� �K�u�m�b�h���b�h�i�s�e�k�a�,

the sacred ritual of establishing images, symbolizes the deity entering the

temple, analogous to significant Christian rites of communion.

6. One prominent temple, the Sri Venkateswara temple in Pittsburgh,

illustrates the deep connections forged with sacred sites in India, embodying

similar rituals and visitor pilgrim paths. New York's Ganesa Temple, which

opened on the Fourth of July, also showcases shared experiences that align

traditional practices with American cultural milestones.
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7. Non-Hindus now have the opportunity to witness these sacred rites,

expanding intercultural appreciation and understanding. Each

�K�u�m�b�h���b�h�i�s�e�k�a� �e�v�e�n�t� �e�m�p�h�a�s�i�z�e�s� �h�o�w� �d�i�v�e�r�s�e� �r�i�t�u�a�l�s� �a�r�e� �e�v�o�l�v�i�n�g� �i�n� �a�n

American context, reflecting the communities’ adaptation and adoption of

new identities.

8. A representative example is the Sri Lakshmi Temple in Ashland,

Massachusetts, which went through an elaborate construction and

consecration process, integrating local materials with traditional Islamic

architectural techniques. This localization symbolizes a bridge between

Indian heritage and the American experience.

Through these developments, images of Hindu deities have become

symbolic embodiments of community identity and cultural continuity on

foreign shores. The journey of these murtis from India serves as a testament

to the resilience and adaptability of Hindu practices, now firmly rooted in

the American landscape.
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