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In fact, God alone knows. Or maybe not.’

Or maybe it wasn’t. 

A web resource to support readers of  
this article is available at  
www.natre.org.uk/retoday-e-resources/

‘And that is how the universe was made! 

A Hindu creation story, in a picture
The modern picturing of ancient narratives in this Hindu example is 
powerful because it suggests that the Hindu communities continue 
to find meaning and points of reflection through the new forms 
of expression in relation to their scriptures. What do we see here? 
From the figure of Vishnu, asleep on the primeval ocean, a lotus 
flower blossoms – from his belly button. This only happens when 
the goddess massages his feet. Within the lotus, the divine creator 
Brahma is revealed, and he begins his work of world-making. 

The scriptural narrative
1. Then even nothingness was not, nor existence,  

There was no air then, nor the heavens beyond it. 
What covered it? Where was it? In whose keeping? 
Was there then cosmic water, in depths unfathomed?

2. Then there was neither death nor immortality,nor was 
there then the torch of night and day. 
The One breathed windlessly and self-sustaining. 
There was that One then, and there was no other.

3. At first there was only darkness wrapped in darkness. 
All this was only unillumined cosmic water. 
That One which came to be, enclosed in nothing, arose 
at last, born of the power of heat.

4. In the beginning desire descended on it – that was the 
primal seed, born of the mind. 
The sages who have searched their hearts with wisdom 
know that which is, is kin to that which is not.

5. And they have stretched their cord across the void, and 
know what was above, and what below. 
Seminal powers made fertile mighty forces. 
Below was strength, and over it was impulse.

6. But, after all, who knows, and who can say 
whence it all came, and how creation happened? 
The gods themselves are later than creation, so who 
knows truly whence it has arisen?

7. Whence all creation had its origin, the creator, whether 
he fashioned it or whether he did not, the creator, who 
surveys it all from highest heaven, he knows – or maybe 
even he does not know.  

Rig Veda 10:129 
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One popular Hindu narrative
At the start of this universe, there was nothing, just the 
great waters. On the water floated the coiled body of the 
serpent that has no end, Ananta, and Vishnu lay back 
asleep on the coils of the snake. The goddess massaged his 
feet, and he began to dream.

As he dreamed of our universe, the stem of a lotus flower 
sprouted out of his belly button, and grew. Longer and 
longer, until its flower blossomed, and inside the flower 
was the four-headed god Brahma, who can see in all 
directions. He opened his eyes, and heard a voice: ‘Create 
the world!’ It was time for this universe to begin!

There are many versions of this story, and artworks and statuary 
to interpret it. What does the story mean?

For the  
classroom 

• Picture from memory – pupils in teams of four take 
turns to look at the image for ten seconds then run back 
to their table to try and draw it. Three times round the 
teams is good. Then ask: what is it? What does it mean?

• Questions – raising for discussion: what questions would 
the pupils like to ask the artist?

• Are there comparable art works that express a modern 
view of ancient creation myths from other cultures and 
religions? Compare them.

• Are these ‘myths’ expressing worldviews without 
science, or should they be seen as preceding science in 
some way? What is their enduring value? What truth do 
they tell?

• Why is it that modern UK society doesn’t seem to have 
a shared mythic story to explain who we are, where we 
come from and why we matter?

• How does our culture answer these questions: who are 
we? Where do we come from? Do we matter, and why?
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