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Samudra Manthanam 

Churning the Ocean of Milk  

 

 

Suras and Asuras (Gods and Daim ons) twisting Shesha (the Great Serpent) , round Mt . Mandara  

causing it to revolve . The Suras are  at the one end of the serpent , the Asuras at the other . 

Built at Angkor -Wat by the same hands that had planned the pyramids of Egypt . 
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An Indian Balla d
1
 

Sad and bitter was the season,  

In the lonely days of yore,  

When the mighty demon õs treason  

Vexed the world from shore to shore : 

When the Suras were but mortal,  

And they fell by force or guile:  

While the Asurs
2
 to Heaven õs portal  

Near and nearer drew the while.  

Came the gods by Brahm Ƒ bidden  ñ 

Doubt and dread in every face;  

Long they held  a council hidden  ñ 

Strait and evil seemed their case.  

Vishnu prayed they then to save them ; 

Only him their trust they made : 

Deep the counsel which he gave them,  

When they looked to him for aid.  

When they left the realms of pleasure,  

òKnow ye not, Asuras w ise,ó 

Thus they said, òthe priceless treasure  

Ocean hideth from our eyes?  

òSweet is life the while one liveth,  

But death cometh soon or late ; 

Win with us the d raught which giveth  

Life exempt from change of fate.  

òIf to churning of the ocean  

Our united strength we b ring , 

From the swift and swirling motion  

Will that virtuous liquor spring. ó 

Then they made a pact between them,  

Gods and demons in that tide ; 

Joyously did they demean them  

As they laboured side by side.  

                                            
1

 By W m.  Waterfield , in  Indian  Ballads  and  Other  Poems. London, Smith, Elder & Co, 1868; pp . 20 -28.  

2
 [The H ierarchy of Compassion,  also known as  MƑnasaputras, KumƑras, AgnishvƑttas, etc . They  are the Great 

Breath coming -and -going as manvantara and pralaya , or motion manifested and unmanifested . See òSons of 
the Fire -Mist ó in the same series and òThe Masque of Love,ó in the homonymous series. ] 
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Mandar first, that mighty mountain,  

From  his roots they wrenched and tore ; 

Him with tree and rock and fountain  

For their churning -staff they bore.  

Shesha next, the hundred -headed , 

World -support  ñ the Serpent King  ñ 

Round the mountain him, the dreaded,  

Wound they for their churning string.  

Still their work remained unready ; 

For their staff support they lack,  

Till by Vishnu õs grace ôtwas steady  

On the eternal Tortoise õ back.  

But the demons, danger scorning.  

Heedless seized the poison head,  

While the gods at Vishnu õs warning  

Safely grasped the tail instead.  

So they ranged their ranks asunder ; 

So they toiled with might and glee : 

When was ever heard a wonder  

Like the churning of the sea!  

Eager strove they, struggling, straining ; 

Round the mountain whirled and swung ; 

Shesha writhed, the task disdaining ; 

High their crests the billows flung.  

White the width of waters boiling  

Roared and burst around the hill : 

Ocean, all the labour foiling,  

Battled for his treasures still.  

Lo! at last the waves are breaking!  

Lo! a prize of marvel w on!  

From his manes the foam -drops shaking,  

Sea-green courser of the sun.  

Lo! Airavat õs
1
 form stupendous!  

õTis the beast that In dra rides.  

Spouting from his trunk tremendous  

Fountains o õer his monstrous sides.  

  

                                            
1

 [The white King Elephant, also known as Ardha -Matanga, òelephant of the clouds,ó Naga-malla, òfighting ele-
phant, and Arkasodara, òbrother of the sun.ó] 
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Cow of plenty,  boon -besto wing,  

Yieldeth now the rifled sea : 

Now with  sweetest blossoms blowing , 

Swargaõs
1
 first and fairest tree.  

Eager strove they, struggling, straining ; 

Round and round the mountain swung ; 

Shesha gasped, the toil sustaining ; 

Loud the thundering echoes rung ; 

Whirled the waste of waters raging ; 

White and wide the yeasty froth ; 

Ocean fiercer warfare waging  

Held his treasures still in wrath.  

Forms of brightness, silvern, golden.  

Moon and Sun by turn ap pear:  

They by Soma, S ǆrya, holden,  

Rule the changes of the year.  

Vishnu gained his lustrous jewel,  

Couch and  disc instinct with life ; 

Shiva won that weapon cruel  

None but he can bend in strife.  

Shadowy shapes of perfect beauty  

Form amidst the creaming foam ; 

Nymphs who  ñ meed
2
 of warrior õs duty  ñ 

Make the Swar ga bowers  their home.  

Eager strove they, struggling, straining ; 

Round the mountain whirled and swung ; 

Shesha panted, uncomplaining ; 

Flames from rocks and bushes sprung ; 

Billows raging, roaring, ra ving ; 

Stirred the waters õ utmost deep ; 

Oceanõs foamy banners waving  

Still their choicest treasures keep.  

  

                                            
1

 [In Hindu philosophy, a heavenly abode  a.k.a.  called Indraloka or S varloka, on M t.  Meru. It corresponds  to 
the Tibetan term D evachan.  Cf. ò[KailƑsa is] said to be the home of šiva: the highest peak of Meru, the mou n-
tain used for the churning of the Ocean, where šiva alone resorts, and where he alone can be seen.ó Blavatsky  
Collected  Writings , (FOOTNOTES TO òTHE PURƐNASó) XIII p. 160]  

2
 [reward]  
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Dhanwantari,
1
 sage physician,  

Next his priceless casket brings  ñ 

Healing hand, if ill condition  

Eõer might touch celestial things.  

Now a vision comes enthralling  ñ 

Lakshmi
2
 comes, the queen of grace ; 

Gods and demons prostrate falling  

Bow before that lovely  face. 

By the charmer unaffected  

Sur or Asur stood not one ; 

Thus by rival hands neglected  

All their toil was nigh undone.  

Slow, more slow, was Mandar turning : 

Calmer g rew the angry main : 

Ocean from the fearful churning  

Deemed the prize his own again.  

But the demons fainter growing  

Could not win so fair a bride ; 

She, herself her hand bestowing,  

Seated her at Vishnu õs side.  

Eager strained they, struggling, striving ; 

Round and round Mount Mandar swung : 

Shesha, drooping, scarce surviving,  ñ 

On his jaws the poison hung.  

Nigh those jaws of horror gaping  

All the demons faint and tire,  

Till beyond control escaping  

Burst around the stream of fire.  

Then had earth and sky been blasted.  

Then the seven oceans blazed,  

Had the flaming torrent lasted  ñ 

While the gods in  stupor gazed  ñ 

  

                                            
1

 [Physician of the devas, and god of Ayurvedic Medicine , in the Vedas  and PurƑnas.]  

2
 [LakshmƩ, the passive or feminine counterpart of Vishnu, the creator and the preserver, is also called Ɛdi-
MƑyƑ. She is the òMother of the World,ó DevamatrƩ, the Venus Aphrodite of the Greeks; also Isis and Eve.  While 
Venus is born from the sea -foam, LakshmƩ springs out from the water at the churning of the sea; when born, 
she is so beautiful that all the gods fall i n love with her.  The Jews, borrowing their types wherever they could 
get them, made their first woman after the pattern of LakshmƩ. It is curious that Viracocha, the Supreme Being 
in Peru, means, literally translated, òfoam of the sea.ó Isis  Unveiled , II p. 259 ] 
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But that Shiva, strong in aiding,  

Drained himself the fatal draught ; 

While the throat -stain never fading  

Shows how fierce a cup he quaf fed. 

Lo, once more a sight surprising!  

Lo, two maidens side by side!  

Each amid the waters rising  

Bears a beaker from the tide.  

Roaring sink the seas defeated : 

Rests the serpent : stands the hill : 

All their labour now completed,  

Let the toilers take their fill.  

Then the Asuras dazed and hasting  

Seized the larger, fairer flask ; 

While the gods the Amrit
1
 tasting  

Gained the profit of the task.  

Yet each eager demon seeker  

Boasted loud  ñ òthe prize is mine ó; 

For from that deceitful beaker  

First was poured the enchanter, Wine.  

Only of the Amrit flagon  

One more wary tasted too,  ñ 

RƑhu
2
 ñ spite his shape of dragon  ñ 

Mingled with the Sura crew.  

Sǆrya soon the craft espying , 

Vishnu cleft his form in twain : 

But the head  lives on undying  ñ 

Mortal yet the fish -like train.  

Sun and moon his hate pursuing  

Chases ever night and day : 

Woe for earth õs and man õs undoing,  

Should he seize them on their way!  

                                            
1

 [Immortality, water or elixir of life produced during the contest between the Devas and Asuras when churning 
the òmilky sea.ó Corresponds  to the Greek ambrosia and the northern European mead.]  

2
 [RƑhu is  the  Dragonõs head;  Ketu , his  tail . Cf. òRƑhu, mythologically is a Daitya  ñ a giant, a Demi -god, the 
lower part of whose body ended in a Dragon or Serpentõs tail. During the churning of the Ocean, when the gods 
produced Amrita  ñ the water of Immortality ñ he stole some of it, and drinking, became im mortal . The Sun 

and Moon, who had detected him in his theft, denounced him to Vishnu, who placed him in the stellar spheres, 
the upper portion of his body representing the Dragonõs head and the lower (Ketu) the Dragonõs tail; the two 
being the ascending and descending nodes . Since then, RƑhu wreaks his vengeance on the Sun and Moon by 
occasionally swallowing [occulting] them . But this fable had another mystic meaning, since RƑhu, the Dragonõs 
head, played a prominent part in the mysteries of the Sunõs (Vikartana õs) initiation, when the candidate and the 
Dragon had a supreme fight .ó Secret Doctrine , II p. 381 ] 
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Notes by HP Blavatsky  

The radiant essence of the Unknowable Deity curdle s and spread s 
throughout the depths of the Great Breath  ( Space  in Pralaya ) , the 

Eternal Parent . 

Stanza III. 4. THEN  THE  THREE  (triangl e) FALL  INTO  THE  FOUR (quaternar y ). THE  

RADIANT  ESSENCE  BECOMES  SEVEN  INSIDE , SEVEN  OUTSIDE  (a). THE  LUMINOUS  

EGG  (Hiranyagarbh a ), WHICH  IN ITSELF  IS THREE  (the  triple  hypostases  of 

Brahm Ƒ, or Vishnu , the  three  òAvasth Ƒsó), CURDLES  AND  SPREADS IN MILK -WHITE  

CURDS  THROUGHOUT  THE  DEPTHS  OF MOTHER , THE  ROOT THAT GROWS IN THE  

OCEAN  OF LIFE  (b). 

(b) òThe radiant essence curdled and spread throughout the depths ó of Space . From 

an astronomical point of view this is easy of explanation : it is the òMilky Way,ó the 

world -stuff, or primordial matter in its first form . It is more difficult, however, to e x-

plain it in a few words or even lines, from the standpoint of Occult Science and Sy m-

bolism, as it is the most complicated of glyphs . Herein are enshrined more than a 

dozen symbols . To begin with, the whole pantheon of mysterious objects,
1
 every one 

of them having some definite Occult meaning, extracted from the allegorical òchur n-

ing  of th e oceanó by the Hindu gods . Besides Amrita , the water of life or immortality, 

òSurabh ió the òcow of plenty, ó called òthe fountain of milk and curds, ó was extracted 

from this òSea of Milk .ó Hence the universal adoration of the cow and bull, one the 

producti ve, the other the generative power in Nature : symbols connected with both 

the Solar and the Cosmic deities . The specific properties, for occult purposes, of the 

òfourteen precious things, ó being explained only at the fourth Initiation , cannot be 

given here;
2
 but the following may be remarked . In the šatapatha BrƑhmana  it is 

stated that the churning  of the òOcean o f Milk ó took place in the Satya -Yuga, the first 

age which immediately followed the òDeluge .ó As, however, neither the Rig-Veda  nor 

Manu  ñ both  preceding Vaivasvata õs òdeluge, ó that of the bulk of the Fourth Race  ñ 

mention this deluge, it is evident that it is not the ògreató deluge, nor that which ca r-

ried away Atlantis, nor even the deluge of Noah, which is meant here . This òchur n-

ingó relates to  a period before the earth õs formation, and is in direct connection with 

that other universal legend, the various and contradictory versions of which culm i-

nated in the Christian dogma of the òWar in Heaven, ó and the fall of the Angels .
3
 The 

BrƑhmanas, repr oached by the Orientalists with their versions on the same subjects, 

often clashing with each other,  are  pre -eminently  occult  works , hence used purposely 

as blinds . They were allowed to survive for public use and property only because they 

were and are absolutely unintelligible to the masses . Otherwise they would have di s-

appeared from circulation as long ago as the days of Akbar .
4
 

                                            
1

 The òFourteen precious things.ó The narrative or allegory is found in the šatapatha BrƑhmana and others . 
The Japanese Secret Science of the Buddhis t Mystics, the Yamabǆshi, has òseven precious things.ó We will 
speak of them, hereafter . 

2
 [Uchchaih -Sravas (Sk.). The model -horse; one of the fourteen precious things or jewels produced at the 

Churning of the Ocean by the gods. The white horse of Indra, called the RƑja of horses. Theosophical  Glossary:  
Uchchaih -Sravas]  

3
 See Vol. II; also , Revelation , xii.  

4
 Secret Doctrine , I pp . 67 -68 
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Breathing out Chaos - Theos - Kosmos , an  all - in -all  Triple Deity . 

The Hindus have an endless series of allegories to express this  idea.
1
 In the primo r-

dial Chaos, before it became developed into the Seven Oceans  (Sapta Samudra)  ñ 

emblematical of the seven  gunas  (conditioned qualities) co mposed of trigunas  (Sattva, 

Rajas and Tamas, see PurƑnas ) ñ lie latent both Amrita  (immo rtality) and Visha  (poi-

son, death, evil) . This all egory is found in the òChurning  of the Ocean ó by the gods . 

Amrita  is beyond any guna, for it is UNCONDITIONED  per  se; yet when fallen into the 

phenomenal creation it got mixed up with EVIL , Chaos , wit h latent Theos in it, and 

before Kosmos  was evolved . Hence, one finds Vishnu  ñ standing here for eternal Law  

ñ periodically calling forth Kosmos into activity  ñ churning  out of the primitive  

Ocean (boundless Chaos) the Amrita  of Eternity, reserved only for  the gods and d e-

vas; and he has to employ in the task NƑgas  and Asuras  ñ demons in exoteric Hi n-

duism . The whole allegory is highly philosophical, and we find it repeated in every 

philosophical System . Plato, having fully embraced the ideas of Pythagoras  ñ who 

had brought them from India  ñ compiled and published them in a form more intell i-

gible than the mysterious numerals of the Greek Sage . Thus the Kosmos  is òthe Son ó 

with Plato, having for his father and mother the Divine Thought and Matter .
2
 

Who is churning the Waters of Space?  

Thirty - three divinities , higher and lower Elementals . 

Apsaras  [is] a n Undine or Water -Nymph, from the Paradise or Heaven of Indra. The 

Apsarases are in popular belief the òwives of the gods ó and called SurƑnganƑs and by 

a less  honourable term, Sumad -Ƒtmaj Ƒs or the òdaughters of pleasure ,ó for it is f a-

bled of the m that when they appeared at the churning  of the Ocean neither Gods 

(Suras) nor Demons (Asuras) would take them for legitimate wives. Urvas Ʃ and seve r-

al others of them are mentioned in the Vedas . In Occultism they are certain  òsleep-

producing ó aquatic plants, and inferior forces of nature.
3
 

[The genii of the Arab romances] are the Preta , Yaksha , Dakini  ñ the lowest of the 

Hindu elementals, while the Gandharvas , Vidyadharas  and even the Apsaras  belong 

to the highest. Some of them  ñ the former, are dangerously mischievous, while the 

latter are benevolent, and, if properly approached willing to impart to men useful 

knowledge of arts and sciences.
4
 

                                            
1

 [Of 3+4=7 ] 

2
 Secret Doctrine , I p. 348  

3
 Theosophical  Glossary:  Apsaras  

4
 Blavatsky  Collected  Writings , (FOOTNOTES TO òNOTES ON MODERN EGYP TIAN THEOSOPHYó) VI p. 169  
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The Apsa rases differ from the  Gandharva 
Devas : t he former  are mere  qualities and 

quantities . The latter , celestial singers , 

musicians , and in structors of mankind in 

the Secret Science . They are the Asuras or 

Da imons  of the allegory .
1
 

. . .  much in these so -called [PurƑnic] òfablesó 

refers to astronomical allegories about conste l-

lations, asterisms, stars, and planets . Yet, 

while the Gandharva  of the Rig-Veda  may 

there be made to personify the fire of the Sun, 

the Gandharva  devas  are entities both of a 

physical and psychic character; while the A p-

sarases (with other Rudras) are both qualities  

and quantities . In short, if ever unravelled, the 

theogony of the Vedic Gods will reveal fatho m-

less mysteries of Creation and being . Truly 

says ParƑŢara : 

òThese thirty -three divinities . . . exist age after 

age, and [their appearance and disappearance 

is ] in the same manner as the sun sets and 

rises again .ó
2
 

The ocean - churning allegory  or  Samudra Manthan am
3
 explained . 

That  òMystery of the Serpent ó was this:  

Our Earth, or rather terrestrial  life , is often referred to in the Secret Teachings as the 

great Sea, òthe sea of life ó having remained to this day a favourite metaphor . The Si-

phrƑ di -TseniuthƑ speaks of primeval chaos and the evolution of the Universe after a 

destruction ( pralaya ), comparing it to an uncoiling serpent : ñ òExtending hither and 

                                            
1

 [òThe Gandharva of the Veda  is the deity who knows and reveals the secrets of heaven and divine truths to 
mortals.  

Cosmically  ñ the Gandharvas are the aggregate powers of the solar  fire, and constitute its Forces;  
Psychically  ñ the intelligence residing in the Sushumna , Solar ray, the highest of the seven  rays;  

Mystically  ñ the occult force in the Soma (the moon, or lunar plant) and the drink made of it;  
Physically  ñ the phenomena, and spiritually  ñ the noum enal causes of Sound  and the ôVoice of Nature. õ 

Hence, they are called the 6,333 ôheavenly õ Singers and musicians of Indra õs loka who personify (even in nu m-
ber) the various and manifold sounds in Nature, both above and below. In the latter allegories they are said to 
have mystic power over women, and to be fond  of them . The esoteric meaning is plain. They are one of the 
forms, if not the prototypes, of Enoch õs angels, the Sons of God, who saw that the daughters of men were fair 
(Genesis  vi) who married them, and taught the daughters of the Earth the  secrets  of Heaven.ó Secret Doctrine , I 
p. 523 fn . [Illustration:  Apsarases at Angkor -Wat ] 

2
 Secret Doctrine , II p. 585; [& quoting Vishnu -PurƑna, Bk. I, ch. xv; Wilson, Vol. II, p. 29]  

3
 One of the most famous episodes in the Vishnu -PurƑna, BhƑgavata PurƑna, and Mahabharata . Samudra is 
the Sanskrit word for ògathering together of watersó that are later personified as Ocean. With the Greeks, the 

primeval Ocean (Chaos in its masculine aspect , the Amrita of Eternity) is the Father of the òRiver-gods.ó (Secret 
Doctrine , I p. 345 fn .) Manthana(m) means kindling fire by friction ( i.e., by rubbing pieces of wood together), 
agitating, churning milk into butter; also the churning stick.  

Note to Stud ents:  Manthanam has been epitomised and personified in Prometheus, the Logoic  Sacrifice. For the 
etymology of the term, s ee Compassion:  the  Spirit  of Truth  (2009), in our Major Works  Series , p. 26, fn . 4.  
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thither, its tail in its mouth, the head twisting on its neck, it is enraged and angry . 

. .  . It watches and conceals itself . Every  thousand  Days  i t is manifested .ó
1
 

At the churning  of the Ocean of  Am r ita , the W ater of I mmortality , 

the Suras and the Asuras  twisted Shesha , the Great Serpent , 

rope - like round M t . Mandara  causing it to revolve . The Gods were 

at the one end of the serpent , the D ai mons at the other . 

The òpit ó into which the Eastern Initiate was made to descend was, as shown before, 

PƑtƑla, one of the seven regions of the nether world, over which ruled VƑsuki, the 

great òsnake God. ó This pit, PƑtƑla, has in the Eastern Symbolism precisely the same 

manifold meaning as is found by Mr. J. Ralston Skinner in the Hebrew word shiac  in 

its application to the case in hand. For it was the synonym of Scorpio  ñ PƑtƑlaõs 

depths being òimpregnated with the brightness of the new Sun ó ñ represented by the 

ònewly born ó into the glory; and PƑtƑla was and is in a sense, òa pit, a grave, the 

place of death, and the door of HadƗs or Sheoló ñ as, in the partially exoteric Initi a-

tions in India, the candidate had to pass through the matrix of the heifer before pr o-

ceeding to PƑtƑla. In its non-mystic sense it is the Antipodes  ñ America being r e-

ferred to in India as PƑtƑla. But in its symbolism it meant all that, and much more. 

The fact alone that VƑsuki, the ruling Deity of PƑtƑla, is represented in the Hindu 

Pantheon  as the great Naga (Serpent)  ñ who was used by the Gods and Asuras as a 

rope round the mountain Mandara, at the churning  of the ocean for Am rita, the w a-

ter of immortality  ñ connects him directly with Initiation.
2
 

[ . . . the serpent is a very signif i-

cant symbol, as will appear from 

the names Shesha  and Ananta  giv-

en to it] . Shesha is represented as 

a serpent with a thousand heads, 

which is said to be the couch and 

canopy of Vishnu, when he sleeps 

during his i ntervals of creation . 

Sometimes Shesha is sh own as the 

supporter of the world and som e-

times as the upholder of the seven 

PƑtƑlas (hells, earths, etc.). When-

ever he yawns, there are earthquakes . At the end of the Kalpa he vomits forth fire 

and so d estroys all the creation . At the Churning  of the Ocea n (of Space), Shesha 

was twisted round the Mountain Mandara, and used as a great rope to cause it to 

revolve . The Gods were at the one end of the rope and the Demons at the other . The 

hood of Shesha, the thousand -headed cobra, is called the òIsland of Jewe ls,ó and his 

palace is said to be òjewelled walled .ó But these gems are not of earth, as the merest 

tyro in symbology will at once perceive; they are the Jewels of Wisdom and Self -

knowledge .
3
 

                                            
1

 Secret Doctrine , II p. 504; [& quoting Zohar , III, 9b, 10a, Brody ed.; Cremona ed., iii, fol. 4a, col. 14. Cf. I. M y-
er, Qabbalah , pp . 416 -17 

2
 Blavatsky  Collected  Writings , (TRACES OF THE MYSTER IES), XIV p. 284  

3
 ibid .,  (FOOTNOTES TO òTHE PURƐNASó) XIII p. 159  
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The spirit of Fire (or Heat), which stirs up, fructifies, and develops into concrete form 

everything (from its ideal prototype), which is born of WATER or primordial Earth, 

evolved Brahm Ƒ ñ with the Hindus . The lotus flower, represented as growing out of 

Vishnu õs navel  ñ that God resting on the waters of space and his Serpent of Infinity  

ñ is the most graphic allegory ever made : the Universe evolving from the central 

Sun, the POINT, the ever -concealed germ . Lakshm Ʃ, who is the  female aspect of Vis h-

nu,
1
 and who is also called Padma , the lotus, is likewise shown floating at òCreation, ó 

on a lotus flower, and during the òchurning  of the ocean ó of space, springing from the 

òsea of milk, ó like Venus from the froth . 

. . . Then seated on a lotus  

Beauty õs bright god dess, peerless šrƩ, arose  

Out of the waves . .  . 

sings an English Orientalist and poet , Sir Monier Williams .
2 , 3  

                                            
1

 LakshmƩ is VenusðAphrodite, and, like the latter, she sprang from the froth of the ocean with a lotus in her 
hand. In the RƑmƑyana she is called Padma.  

2
 [Indian  Wisdom , etc., Oxford, 1875, p. 499: poetical rendition of Vishnu -PurƑna, Bk. I, ch. 9]  

3
 Secret Doctrine , I pp. 379 -80 
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