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What is mysticism? This question keeps popping up in cultural criticisms. It seems that we 

have lost our paths because of our understanding of the word mysticism as something that 

indicates spiritual experience. To explain the knowledge base of mysticism, we use the words 

like, supernatural – illogical – unimaginable – unseen – experience etc. This also has 

contributed to make the problem more complex. In simple terms, we can understand that 

experience is the process of experiencing human relations logically along with its time and 

space. But some experiences cannot be understood with the ready meanings set in the 

language. We cannot place them under the heading “mysticism”. 

Many experiences that man claims as his own may not belong to one who narrates it; it is 

rather as an extension or repetition of someone else’s understanding and usage. It is the 

lament of the language that what one claims as their own is actually as an echo of someone 

else’s words. It is for the same reason that AllamaPrabhu says that the languages actually 

have a potential to kill.   

Mysticism is the method of breaking and examining consciousness.It is the design of a 

specific way in which time and space collapse. That is why Basavanna calls it as a“child’s 

dream”. Saints call experience as a path and mysticism as the journey of erasing footprints 

while crossing this path. Mysticism is not just a process of erasing thesefoot marks, but also a 

process of washing away the dirt of experience. Can we call the new experience man gets 

from the material word as mysticism? 

In the end, though mysticism is born out of the senses, it always chooses material forms to 

express itself. But the meaning of experience is different. In discussions of literature and 

culture, the marking and meaning of mysticism is still a matter of contemplation. It is the 

good fortune of the Kannada language that the Sharanas, Dasas, and other saints have 

surrendered themselves to this Agnidivya (trial by fire) and thereby enriched Kannada 

sensibilities. 
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Thus far, we have understood the keerthanas as the narration of the stories of the gods 

worshipped by the keerthanakaras. There are some efforts to understand and explain this as 

the bhaktha’s self-surrender and a record of social criticism. The keerthanatradition mainly 

tells us that the disciple has to obtain divine epiphany through the material world only. Just 

like other Dasas, Kanakadasa also has experienced many hurdles in his expressions. The 

method with which Kanakadasa manages the concept of world-body-language makes his 

vision unique. 

The material world and the God that Kanakadasa negotiates are not different. Divine and 

physical worlds also have mystic elements. The design which understands illusion is also 

unique. The notion that the illusion of this world is an obstacle to understand divinity is 

shifted in Kanakadasa. The stand that Illusion is not something that exists, but it is unique 

that is manifested, brings another dimension to our understanding. 

Turbulent World 

The world that is shown in Kanakadasa’skeerthanas is the world of turbulence. This 

turbulence is born out of the “ever-changingness” of materials. In the line, 

“tallanisadirukandyataalumanave, ellaranusalahuvanuidakesamshayabeda” (Don’t worry o 

heart, He will take care of everybody, have no doubt about this),there is an element of 

indecisiveness in this effort of consolation. It is not a matter of immovable belief. The ever-

changing happenings breed doubt in every step of life and the bhakta is trying to console 

himself that God will take care of him. This questions our notion that the bhakta has 

immovable belief in God.  

Here, the basis for turbulence is of the dependency of the senses. Even the bhakta has 

surrendered himself to the behaviour of the senses,which act in contrast to his propensities. 

This is the main reason for this turbulence. We do not see either an aversion towards the 

celebration of this world or false neglect here. When we see Kanakadasa’sintensity in 

narrating his vision, we do not see a rejection of experiences. The fact that Kanakadasa never 

thinks that these anxieties are tests given by God himself makes these keerthanas more 

beautiful, and this aspect itself seperatesKanakadasa from other keertanakaras. Another 

keertane, “nee maayeyolago, ninnolumaayeyo” (are you within the illusion or is the illusion 
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within you?), though appearing very mystical initially, eventually moves towards the base of 

suspicion. 
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The shame called the body 

Whenever there is a talk on spirituality, traditionally, there is an inclination to consider the 

body as a hurdle for mysticism. This is abundantly evident in Bhakti literature. As the body is 

both perishable and transient, it is considered as “bhavi” (earthly). InDvaita philosophy, the 

body is identified as “nityanaraki” (eternal hell). The body which is neveer free from the 

clutches of hunger, thirst, sleep and sex, is considered as the enemy of the other world. But 

only in Kanakadasa’skeerthanas, the body accepts the superiority of this world. The 

realization that Kanaka does not consider the body as vile evokes surprise and respect in us. 

His keerthanas underline Kanaka’s primary understanding that divinity expresses itself 

through the body.It is very interesting that Kanakadasa narrates that even Keshava, the god, 

also goes through the daily tragedies of body in his keerthanas.Furthermore, the main 

understanding of Kanaka’s philosophy is that the body is not a hurdle, but a step in the 

journey of mysticism.  

Odalinaayasadalli 

Lajjegaagithalebaggimalagiddiyo 

Ramanibhoomiyanuthandaalasyavo 

Kshameyanaladipaadakamalanondavo… 

These lines mock the god Ranganatha, who lies stretching his legs, with his head supported 

by his left palm. They uproot the belief that God is omnipotent. The lines show how Kanaka 

treats God and his disciple on an equal footing. This is why in Kanakadasa, the concept of 

“Dasa” does not indicate subservience, but the rejection of all types of obligations and the 

questioning of all set rules. This is something to be studied. 

The sanka (bridge) called language 

For mystics, just like the world and the body, language is also a very big challenge. The 

Kannada Vachana tradition has minutely discussed the anxiety, inevitability, and the magic of 

language. The manner in which a mystic negotiates the forms of language to communicate 

with God, the world, and himself brings out many instances. The description of the journey 

taken by mystics and saints in language is problematic. Words are just sounds; the meaning is 

what the world makes out of it. This is why the wandering saints believe that words are vile.  
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Every saint, Dasa, and Fakir has tried to wash away the vileness of speech with immense 

effort. These efforts can be observed in how Kanakadasa uses language. We can find this 

aspect in the way he uses language. To understand this, we should try to read his keerthanas 

in new ways. For example, we can consider Kanaka’s most famous and popular 

“BaagilanuthereduseveyanukoduHariye, Koogidarudanikelalillavenarahariye” (Open the door 

to let me serve you, O Lord, can’t you hear me, O Narahari?). The last word of the first line is 

“Hariye” and the last word of the second line is “Narahariye.” So far, it is understood and 

accepted that both these words are the names of Kanakadasa’sIshtadaiva (soul god).  

But, in Kannada language, both words can be used as both noun and verb (Nara hariye, or I 

am screaming my throat out). If we try to understand it in this sense, the dynamics between 

the God and the disciple in this keerthana undergo a complete reversal. If “Kodu” (grant) is a 

request, “Kodo” (give) is a command. This keerthana does not describe the relationship 

between the disciple and the god. It appears that though the disciple is just outside the door 

and crying out loud, the god is unable to hear him. How did God not hear the loud cries of the 

disciple just outside his door? This question sheds new light on the usage of language and 

meaning.  

It is our cultural urgency and responsibility to understand the need to set free the meanings 

attributed by history and religious contexts and accept them through mystical dimensions. 

Only then will newer meanings emerge from the letters. I hope that this essay will lead us in 

that direction.  
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