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1. Manu and Matsya the fish
One day when a very holy man called Manu was bathing

1

in a river, he scooped some clear water into the palms of his 2
hands. As he looked into his hands, Manu saw a tiny fish.

3

Quickly, he dropped the little fish back into the water.

4

Manu then heard a tiny voice. The voice cried, “My dear Manu, why

5

are you throwing me back when the bigger fish will eat me? I'm afraid

6

of them. Please help me!” Astonished at the talking fish, Manu put it in 7
8

a jar and took it home.
3

3

1

The next morning when Manu went to see the fish, he was astonished

2

to see that it had grown!

3

It was now nearly as big as the jar. The fish said, “My dear Manu, I

4

do not like living in this jar. It's too small, please find me somewhere

5

bigger”. Manu took the fish, who was called Matsya, and put him in

6

a huge well. After a short while, Matsya the fish grew again. Matsya

7

was now very uncomfortable!

8

Manu now took Matsya the fish to a pond. But Matsya kept on

9

growing! Manu then put him in the largest lake that he could find.

10 Wheneven the lake became too small, Manu took Matsya to the sea.
11 As Manu was putting the fish into the sea, he heard the
12 fish speak again: “Manu, you have been my hero, but
14 please do not throw me into the sea!
15 The big sharks will eat me!”
16 This time, Manu replied, “How can you speak?! You’re a fish! Who
17 are you? You must be an embodiment of God! I want to know why
18 you have taken the form of a fish. Please tell me!”
19 When Manu spoke in this way, Matsya decided to reveal himself.
20 Matsya the fish was indeed a god. He was the embodiment of Vishnu.
21 Vishnu had taken the form of a fish!
4

4

Now Matsya the fish said, “Manu, your kindness and devotion have

1

pleased me. This is why I have revealed myself to you in the form

2

of a fish. Now listen carefully while I tell you why. Seven days from

3

now, the world will flood with water. I will then send you a boat.

4

Please collect animals and the seeds of many plants. Please find seven

5

holy men. Bring the animals, plant seeds and seven holy men onto

6

the boat. Be ready for the sky to darken. Even the Sun and Moon

7

will fade. But do not be afraid. You will have light because the

8

holiness of the seven holy men will shine brightly.”

9

Matsya then continued, “When powerful winds toss

10

your boat, use Vasuki (vass-oo-ki) the snake as a rope

11

to tie the boat to my long, golden horn. Together,

12

we will travel over the waters until the storm

13

calms. During that time, I will teach you all

14

the knowledge in four holy books. The holy

15

books are called the Vedas. The Vedas are

16

full of knowledge which shows us how

17

to live.

The Vedas contain all

18

the great secrets of

19

the universe.”

20

Matsya then swam away, deep into the ocean.
21
5

1 Exactly one week later, dark clouds rolled across the sky. Rain began to
2 pour as thickly as pillars. Soon, the rivers overflowed onto the land.
3 Just as Manu was remembering Matsya’s instructions, he saw a huge
4 boat floating towards him. Manu loaded the plant seeds and the animals
5 onto the boat. Then he boarded the boat with seven holy men.
6 Although fierce gales tossed the boat, Manu was not afraid. He
7 remembered the words of the god Vishnu, who had appeared as Matsya
8 the fish.
9 Then, all of a sudden, set against the black stormy sky, Manu saw a
10 gigantic shape. It was Matsya the fish, swimming towards the boat! On
11 Matsya’s head was a long horn. Behind him, something long and thin
12 was swimming. It was Vasuki the snake.

6

Manu remembered what Matsya (who was really Vishnu) had told him 1
to do. Using Vasuki the snake, he tied the boat to Matsya’s horn.

2
7

7

2. The Vedas in danger!
1

Matsya (who was really Vishnu) pulled the boat through leaping

2

waves. As he swam along, Matsya began to teach everyone in the

3

boat. Just as he had promised, Matsya shared the knowledge in the

4

holy books called the Vedas. Manu and the seven holy men listened.

5

Matsya (who was really Vishnu) taught them how to lead a good life.

6

Matsya (keep remembering that he was really Vishnu!) taught Manu

7

and the seven holy men that people have souls. Matsya said that

8

although bodies die, souls live for ever. Each soul is on a journey.

9

After dying, each soul is born again in a new body. By doing good, a

10 soul keeps improving and, in the end, finds happiness.
11 Matsya (Vishnu!) also explained that from time to time everything is
12 destroyed but, after this, everything is created all over again!

This

13 goes on and on for ever.
14 While Matsya was teaching, he kept pulling the boat through the
15 waves. The seven holy men, the seeds and the animals were safe in the
16 boat. The sacred teachings of the Vedas were now safe too because
17 Matsya had shared them with everyone in the boat. Despite the raging
18 storm, everything was going well, just as Matsya had promised. Yet
19 deep down on the seabed, new danger stirred.
8

Hiding in a conch shell, on the seabed, was a demon. The demon

1

wanted to steal the Vedas. He grabbed the Vedas and tried to hide

2

them. Vishnu wrestled with the demon for a long time.

3

In the painting below, a Hindu artist has shown this part of the story.

4

Find Vishnu inside Matsya’s mouth. Can you see where the artist has

5

shown four books? This is how the artist has shown the knowledge

6

that was in the Vedas. Vishnu was trying to keep this knowledge safe!

7

9

9

1

After a long struggle, Vishnu destroyed the demon. The holy Vedas

2

were saved. The painting below shows the demon defeated at the

3

bottom of the sea. The artist has given the demon a horse’s head.

4

Matsya the fish then carried on towing the boat with Manu and the

5

seven holy men and the animals and plant seeds. They sailed on and

6

on until the storm died down, the rough waters began to calm and the

7

boat came to rest. It came to rest on a mountain in the Himalayas.

8

There Manu and the seven holy men began a new life. They planted

9

seeds to grow food. They protected all the sacred knowledge in the

10 Vedas. They passed it on to others.

1
2
3
4
5

10

Matsya’s story has many

1

meanings

Hindu

2

believers. Do you remember

3

how Manu protected little

4

Matsya from the bigger fish?

5

That part of the story shows

6

that

the

for

strong

should

7

protect the weak.

Manu

8

pleased Vishnu because he

9

was protecting a little fish.

10

By helping the little fish in 11
trouble, Manu was following 12
his dharma.

13

The demon in the story is a symbol for everything bad that tries to

14

stop humans from doing good and following their dharma. When

15

Vishnu rescued the Vedas, he was rescuing sacred knowledge that

16

helps Hindu people to follow their dharma.

17

In the painting on this page, the four Vedas are children. This is the

18

artist’s way of showing that the Vedas are precious. The knowledge

19

in them is as precious as new life. Vishnu (as Matsya the fish) is caring

20

for the knowledge in the Vedas as a parent would care for a child.

21

11

3. Vishnu and his symbols
1 Paintings, carvings and statues of Hindu gods are full of symbols.
2 When we understand the symbols, it is a like cracking a code. Once we
3 know what each symbol means, we look at these pictures differently!
4 We start to understand what the image means to Hindu believers.
5 Vishnu is often shown with four objects which are symbols:
6

• a round object, like a wheel, called a chakra;

7

• a conch shell (do you remember where the demon hid, in the

8

story of Matsya?)

9

• a flower called a lotus

10

• a powerful, heavy weapon called a mace

11 Can you find these four objects in the statue on the next page?
12 The chakra is a specially shaped wheel. It is the kind of disc which,
13 after being thrown a long way, returns to the thrower. A wheel
14 symbolises time, because time never ends. The chakra is also a Hindu
15 symbol for a human being’s mind. Our minds are full of energy. Lots
16 of knowledge gives them even more energy! Look back at the image of
17 Vishnu on Page 10. Look at the space around him. Can you see the
18 chakras? Vishnu seems to be throwing them! Think back to the story.
19 Why do you think Vishnu was throwing chakras at this moment?
12

13

1

Let us now look at the second symbol – the

2

conch shell. We might find a conch shell on

3

the seabed of an ocean or washed up

4

on a seashore. Look at each of the

5

pictures of Vishnu in this booklet. Can

6

you find Vishnu’s conch shell in each one?

7

The conch shell has many meanings. These pretty shells were used

8

in ancient times as offerings to the gods. An offering is like a

9

special gift. People offered things to gods in order to please them.

10

People living near the mouth of the Indus River, or sailing on the

11

oceans, also used the conch shell as a charm to keep away danger

12

in the sea.

13

In ancient Hindu stories, the conch shell is sometimes used as a

14

trumpet. If you blow into a shell like this, it can make a loud sound.

15

Do you remember what Matsya the fish (who was really Vishnu)

16

taught the people in the boat? He taught that from time to time

17

things are destroyed, but then they are recreated again. This is an

18

important Hindu belief.

19

When Hindu believers pray, they sometimes chant a special sound.

20

The special sound is all about the universe being destroyed and

21

then recreated. The sound is ‘Aum’ (au-oo-mm).
14

Try saying Aum out loud.

1

First, you make the ‘a’

2

sound at the back of your

3

mouth, then the ‘u’ sound as

4

you move your lips, then the

5

‘m’ sound as you shut your

6

lips and the sound returns to

7

the back of your mouth.

8

This is a Hindu way of

9

thinking about the universe: 10
the universe is created (‘a’), 11
then is here for a while (‘u’), 12
then comes to an end (‘m’), 13
before it all begins all over 14
again.

15

This sound is often chanted 16
(repeated over and over 17
again) by a Hindu priest in 18
a special Hindu ceremony.

19
20

The conch shell is special for Hindu believers. Often they are

22

decorated, like these in the photograph, with stories about Vishnu.

23
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1

Vishnu also carries a mace. This heavy weapon is a symbol of

2

Vishnu’s power. When Vishnu fights evil, he has the power to be

3

embodied as a person or a creature (such as Matsya the fish). The

4

fourth symbol is the lotus flower. This is a symbol of Vishnu’s energy.

5

The lotus flower is also a symbol of purity.

6

Symbols are not just found in objects.

7

Sometimes colour can be a symbol

8

too. Vishnu is often shown in a blue

9

colour. Do you remember that

10 Rama, too, is often shown in blue?
11 This is because Hindus believe that
12 Rama,

like

Matsya,

was

an

13 embodiment of Vishnu.
14 Look at the sky. It seems to go on
15 forever! It seems infinite. This is
16 why Vishnu is blue. Vishnu’s blue
17 colour is a symbol of infinity. It
18 shows the Hindu belief that God’s
19 life and power are infinite, like the
20 sky. If something is infinite it has no
21 edges, no beginning and no end.
16

4. A changing religion
Hinduism is at least 3000 years old. This makes it one of the oldest

1

religions in the world. No one can be sure how Hindu beliefs began.

2

They did not begin with a single leader. In fact, there has never been

3

one Hindu leader. We do know, however, that Hinduism began in the

4

Indus Valley. It grew up around the River Indus, which you know well

5

from your geography lessons.

6
Hinduism began towards the end

7

of an ancient civilisation in the

8

Indus Valley. (You will soon learn

9

about the Indus Valley Civilisation 10
in history!) This was the same time 11
as the ancient civilisations in Mesopotamia and Egypt. Hinduism then 12
developed over a long period of time. It has now spread all over the 13
world and it is still developing and changing! Today, there are over a 14
billion Hindus in the world. Over 800,000 Hindus live in Britain.

17

15

1 When they are learning about Hindu stories and beliefs, Hindus do
2 not use just one single holy book. Hindus read many different holy
3 books. Four of these books are especially sacred. These are the four
4 books that we learned about in the last chapter – the Vedas. The
5 Vedas are the oldest Hindu books. They are written in a language
6 called Sanskrit. The Vedas tell us what Hindus believed and how
7 they worshipped 3000 years ago. On the next page you can see some
8 writing in Sanskrit from an ancient copy of the Vedas.
9 As well as the Vedas, Hindu believers also study ancient epics. You
10 already know one of these epics, the Ramayana.
11 Let’s now learn a little more about the beliefs of Hindus in the very
12 early days. In the Vedas, Hindus can read about gods and goddesses
13 that the earliest Hindus believed in.

Many of these gods and

14 goddesses were in charge of parts of the natural world. The natural
15 world could be both useful and dangerous to farming peoples.
18

If there was a bad harvest or if an important farm animal became sick,

1

then farmers were in trouble. A bad harvest could lead to disaster. Not

2

enough rain or too much rain could cause terrible problems for crops.

3

Farming peoples were very dependent on the weather! This is why

4

Hindu peoples worshipped gods of the sky, sun, earth, fire and dawn.

5

They tried to keep these gods happy by offering them gifts of food or

6

animals as sacrifices. The early Hindus believed that if the gods were

7

pleased, they would send good weather and good health for the

8

animals. They therefore performed many sacrifices so that the gods

9

would keep pouring down these blessings.
19

10

1 Indra was god of the sky. When Indra
2 was angry, he could send thunder and
3 lightning. Agni [ag-nee] was the god of
4 fire. Sometimes, in order to please
5 Agni, Hindu peoples burned their
6 sacrifices.

As the gift burned, they

7 believed that Agni was consuming it.
8 If the god of fire consumed the gift
9 then the other gods, too, would accept
10 it. Agni was also the Sanskrit word for
11 fire.

20

20

Over time, Hindus began to change the gods and goddesses

1

that they worshipped. Most Hindus stopped sacrificing

2

animals to the gods. Gods such as Vishnu became

3

more important than Indra and Agni.

4

Because Hinduism has changed

5

over time, Hindu stories have

6

developed many different

7

versions. The story of

8

Matsya, for example, is

9

sometimes told in different

10

ways. These different

11

versions can be confusing!

12

The story of Rama

13

and Sita, too, has been

14

told differently

15

by different

16

Hindus, at

17

different

18

times.

19

21

21

5. Arjuna faces the battlefield
1

You already know the Hindu story of Rama and Sita. You will

2

remember that the story is told in a long poem called an epic. The

3

Ramayana has 24,000 verses, but another Hindu epic is even longer!

4

The Mahabharata (muh–haa–buh–rah–taa) is four times as long as the

5

Ramayana! The Mahabharata is so long, that we are going to study

6

just one special moment in it. This special moment happened just

7

before a great battle.

8

The hero of our story is Arjuna (Ar–joo-na). Arjuna was a warrior

9

and a royal prince. In this painting, he is shown with his four

10 brothers and his wife Draupadi. Draupadi was married to all five
11 brothers. Yes, that is right: in the story, Draupadi had five husbands.
12 Arjuna is in the bottom right-hand corner.
13 In the painting, the jewels and fine clothes remind us that the
14 brothers were princes. They are shown as warriors, too. Can you find
15 the mace?

The painting also shows their devotion to Vishnu. The

16 little red U on their foreheads symbolises Vishnu’s foot.
17 Arjuna and his brothers were Pandavas.

When they were younger,

18 the five Pandava brothers had grown up with their cousins, the
19 Kauravas. There were 100 Kaurava brothers in the same family!
22

23

1

Together, the Pandavas and Kauravas

2

had learned their duties as ruling

3

families – how to protect their lands and

4

peoples. Together, they had learned to

5

follow their dharma. Together, they had

6

learned to be brave in battle, to serve

7

others and to protect what is good.

8

Each had learned the fighting skills of warriors. Each had learned

9

to use a bow and arrow. The best archer of all was Arjuna.

10 Now, as the years passed, the Kauravas became jealous of the
11 Pandavas.

Filled with envy, the Kauravas began to trick the

12 Pandavas and to steal their land. The Kauravas did more and more
13 terrible wrongs. It seemed that nothing would stop their evil.
14 One day, the Kauravas challenged the Pandavas to a game of dice.
15 But the Kauravas cheated in the game!

The Pandavas lost.

The

16 price the Pandavas paid for losing the game was to lose all their lands.
17 The Pandavas then had to go into exile
18 for twelve years. During the twelve years
19 of

exile, the Pandavas had many

20 adventures.

They managed to survive

21 plots by the Kauravas to kill them.
24

When they returned from exile, the Pandavas tried to make peace

1

with the Kauravas. But the Kauravas would not listen.

2

A cousin of the Pandavas, called Krishna, pleaded with the

3

Kauravas to make peace. The Kauravas would not listen.

4

The Pandavas asked if they could have just a few lands back. The

5

Kauravas still would not listen.

6

The Pandavas now knew that they would have to fight the Kauravas.

7

They could not avoid it. It was their duty to end the evil that the

8

Kauravas were doing. Everyone prepared for a great battle. They

9

prepared their weapons. They trained their elephants and horses.

25

10

1 When the day of battle came, the vast armies of the Pandavas and
2 Kauravas met.

Colourful banners flew. Weapons sparkled in the sun.

3 The air filled with sounds of drums beating, horses neighing, elephants
4 stamping, armour clanking and conch shells blowing.
5 Arjuna’s blood raced. He was ready to fight. All his training, all his life,
6 had prepared him for for this moment. His role was to defeat evil.
7 Arjuna picked up his bow. He climbed into his chariot with his
8 charioteer – his much-loved cousin, Krishna.

26

Arjuna now said to Krishna: ‘Drive my chariot to the centre of the
Arjuna now said to Krishna: ‘Drive my
battlefield.
I want
to seeofeveryone.
I want Ito look the enemy in the
chariot to
the centre
the battlefield.
to see
everyone.
I want to
the drove forward the four
eye.want
I want
to see
their fear!”.
Solook
Krishna
enemy in the eye!”.
white horses that were pulling Arjuna’s chariot. Krishna steered the

1

So Krishna
to the Now Arjuna could see
chariot
to thedrove
centreArjuna’s
of thechariot
battlefield.
centre of the battlefield.
everything. He could see his enemy, the Kauravas, stretched out in

5

their battle lines. Arjuna was ready to command the battle to begin.

7

But Arjuna did not. Something was terribly wrong.

8

27

2
3
4
6

6. Arjuna and Krishna have a conversation
1

Arjuna froze. Suddenly, he wasn’t sure. If he were to begin fighting,

2

he would be fighting his family. How could this be right? Arjuna’s

3

knees buckled. His hands shook. He dropped his bow. Weighed

4

down with worry, Arjuna whispered to Krishna, ‘I can’t do this.’

5

Krishna urged Arjuna to stand up and fight. He pressed Arjuna to

6

do his duty. But Arjuna kept saying ‘No’. Arjuna gave Krishna lots

7

of reasons why he wanted to leave the battlefield.

8

Krishna listened carefully to Arjuna’s worries. He then began to talk

9

to Arjuna. Krishna explained that it was Arjuna’s duty to follow his

10

dharma, and that this meant

11

challenging and destroying evil.

28

He told Arjuna to find courage, and to stay. He told Arjuna that this

1

was not an ordinary war. This was a battle between good and evil!

2

Arjuna kept coming back with more reasons not to fight. Yet Krishna

3

did not give up. He kept listening. He kept teaching Arjuna knew

4

things. The conversation went on a long time! During the long

5

conversation in the chariot, Arjuna learned these things from Krishna:

6

•

Always try to do your duty. You have a role to play in the world.

7

You are here to serve others in a special way that is right for you.

8

Don’t think about what will bring you pleasure! Let go of your own

9

•

selfish desire or you will never be content. Getting worked up and 10
angry when you don’t get your way will stop you thinking straight!
•

11

It’s OK to be confused. Take time to listen to your inner voice. 12
Take time to gain new knowledge. This will help you to follow your 13
dharma.

•

14

Instead of worrying about what may happen in the future, focus on 15
deciding the right thing to do, and then doing it.

These things are the true secrets to being happy.
29

16
17

1 Sometimes Arjuna understood what Krishna was saying. Sometimes
2 he didn’t understand at all. So Arjuna kept asking questions.
3 Krishna kept patiently answering them.
4 Krishna taught Arjuna much more than this. He taught him many
5 secrets of the universe. Gradually, Arjuna started to understand.
6 At one point, Krishna said something strange. He talked as though
7 he had lived for thousands of years! He seemed to know everyone
8 that had ever lived! Arjuna was puzzled. ‘Who are you?’ he asked.
9 Arjuna asked Krishna to reveal himself fully. So Krishna did.

30

Have you already guessed who Krishna was? Did you notice that 1
Krishna has been painted in a blue colour? Yes, you are right! 2
Hindus believe that Krishna is another embodiment of Vishnu.

3

Krishna explained that from time to time, when humans are losing 4
their way and goodness is in danger, Vishnu reveals himself as a 5
creature or person. He comes to help humans to find the right path 6
again. Hindu believers call these embodiments of Vishnu, avatars. 7
On this page and the next are two paintings of Vishnu’s avatars. 8
Can you find Rama, Matsya the fish and Krishna, in each one?

31

9

1

Here is a clue for finding Krishna in the

2

avatars in the painting below. Krishna

3

is often linked to music. In the stories about Krishna as a boy

4

and young man, he played the flute. Can you find him?

32

What about that battle? In the story, after the conversation finished, 1
Arjuna was finally ready to fight. But we must remember that when 2
Hindus are learning from this story, they are not talking about a real 3
battle, with weapons and fighting and killing.

4

The battle symbolises the fight between good and evil. The battlefield 5
is a symbol for the worry and confusion that we humans sometimes 6
feel.

Krishna was teaching Arjuna that the way through difficult 7

times is to focus on doing good and trying to do the right thing.

8

Now you can see why this special moment in the Mahabharata – a 9
conversation on a battlefield – is so important for Hindu believers.

33
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