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Abstract: Swami Vivekananda’s poem vividly portrays the
fearsome yet liberating aspects of the Goddess Kali,
invoking  themes of cosmic destruction and
transformation. This paper critically examines the poem
line by line, drawing parallels with concepts found in the
Puranas, particularly the Devi Mahatmya, Shiva Purana,
Kalika Purana, and Vishnu Purana. The analysis focuses
on the symbolic meaning of darkness, chaos, death, and
transformation as presented in the poem and how these
themes resonate with the Puranic understanding of
cosmic cycles and Kali’s role as both destroyer and
liberator.

L INTRODUCTION

Swami Vivekananda’s poem is an intense invocation
of Kali, one of the most prominent deities in the
Shakta tradition of Hinduism. Kali, often depicted as
the fierce aspect of the Divine Mother, is a central
figure in Hindu cosmology as both the destroyer of
evil and the liberator of souls. This research paper
explores the poem in the context of Puranic literature,
focusing on the symbolism of destruction, death, and
the role of time (Kala). Vivekananda’s work invites
the reader to embrace Kali’s terrifying form as a path
to transcendence, a theme deeply rooted in Puranic
texts.

Darkness and Chaos as Symbols of Pralaya
"The stars are blotted out,
The clouds are covering clouds,
It is darkness vibrant, sonant."

The poem begins with a powerful image of darkness
that overwhelms the universe, blotting out the stars
and covering the sky with thick layers of clouds. This
description mirrors the Puranic concept of pralaya,
or cosmic dissolution, when the universe is
submerged in darkness and chaos before the
beginning of a new cycle of creation. In the Vishnu
Purana and Bhagavata Purana, pralaya occurs when
the entire cosmos is engulfed by darkness, with all
elements collapsing into one another.
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Darkness in this context symbolizes the dissolution
of the material world, the cessation of time and space,
and the return of the universe to its primal,
undifferentiated state. The phrase “darkness vibrant,
sonant” suggests that this state is not passive but
filled with the dynamic, violent energies that mark
the destruction of the old order, paving the way for
the new.

The Furious Forces of Nature and Released
Souls
"In the roaring, whirling wind
Are the souls of a million lunatics
Just loose from the prison-house,
Wrenching trees by the roots,
Sweeping all from the path."

This imagery evokes a vivid picture of destruction
where the forces of nature, like wind, uproot trees and
clear all obstacles. The release of "souls of a million
lunatics" alludes to the breaking of karmic bonds
during pralaya, when all beings are freed from the
cycles of birth and death. The Devi Mahatmya
describes how during times of cosmic upheaval, the
souls of the dead are set free, and their karmic debts
are dissolved in the chaos that follows.

In the Shiva Purana, the wind is often depicted as a
force of destruction, capable of tearing apart the
material world during Shiva’s Tandava, or dance of
destruction. Kali, who dances alongside Shiva,
represents the destructive aspect of the cosmos,
obliterating the old to make way for the new.

The Sea and the Cosmic Battle
"The sea has joined the fray,
And swirls up mountain-waves,
To reach the pitchy sky."

The sea, swelling with mountain-sized waves,
participates in the cosmic battle, symbolizing the
elemental forces at play during the dissolution of the

ICONIC RESEARCH AND ENGINEERING JOURNALS 1590



© NOV 2025 | IRE Journals | Volume 9 Issue 5 | ISSN: 2456-8880
DOI: https://doi.org/10.64388/IREV9I5-1712161

universe. In the Vishnu Purana, during pralaya, the
oceans swell and consume the earth, symbolizing the
return of all things to the primal waters of creation.
The rising of the sea to meet the sky reflects the
merging of earth, water, and sky, a common motif in
Hindu cosmogony symbolizing the end of one cosmic
order and the potential for a new beginning.

Revelation of Death
"The flash of lurid light
Reveals on every side
A thousand, thousand shades
Of Death begrimed and black —
Scattering plagues and sorrows."

The "flash of lurid light" and the appearance of "a
thousand, thousand shades of Death" evoke images
of the Goddess Kali in her most terrifying form. In
the Kalika Purana, Kali is associated with both the
cessation of life and the scattering of disease and
suffering across the world. Here, death is not merely
a physical cessation but a metaphysical force that
clears away illusions and attachments.

The imagery of "shades of Death" recalls the
Yamadutas or messengers of Yama, the god of death,
as described in the Garuda Purana. These figures
serve as harbingers of cosmic change, spreading
destruction in their wake.

Kali’s Terrifying Grace
"Come, Mother, come!
For Terror is Thy name,
Death is in Thy breath,
And every shaking step
Destroys a world for e’er."

The direct invocation of Kali as the "Mother" who
embodies terror and death reflects her role as both the
creator and destroyer in the Shakta tradition. In the
Devi Mahatmya, Kali is the form of the Divine
Mother that devours time and death itself, signifying
that she is the ultimate force in the universe. Her
dance of destruction is also a dance of grace, for
through her destructive power, the soul is liberated
from the cycle of rebirth.

The phrase "every shaking step destroys a world for
e’er" refers to Kali’s cosmic dance (7andava), which
has the power to end entire worlds, much like Shiva’s
dance in the Shiva Purana. However, in destroying
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the physical world, she also liberates the soul, a
theme that resonates throughout the Puranas.

The Cosmic Dancer of Time
"Thou ‘Time’, the All-Destroyer!
Come, O Mother, come!"

Kali is closely associated with Kala, or time, in many
Puranic texts. Time is the ultimate destroyer of all
things in the material world, and Kali as Mahakali
represents the embodiment of time that consumes all,
including the gods themselves. This idea is especially
prominent in the Mahabharata, where Krishna, an
avatar of Vishnu, reveals himself as Time, the
destroyer of worlds. Similarly, Kali represents the
inexorable flow of time, which brings all things to an
end.

In the Shiva Purana, time and death are seen as
inseparable forces that ultimately bring liberation by
destroying illusions. By calling upon Kali as the All-
Destroyer, Vivekananda’s poem acknowledges her
role in freeing the soul from material attachments.

The Surrender to Kali’s Grace
"Who dares misery love,
And hug the form of Death,
Dance in Destruction’s dance,
To him the Mother comes."

These concluding lines capture the essence of the
poem’s devotional surrender. The embrace of misery
and death, and the willingness to participate in the
dance of destruction, is seen as the highest form of
spiritual courage in Shakta philosophy. In the Devi
Bhagavata Purana, those who embrace Kali in her
terrifying form, who accept death and suffering as
divine grace, are blessed with liberation.

In the Bhagavad Gita, Krishna advises Arjuna to
transcend the dualities of life and death, victory and
defeat, and surrender to the divine will. Similarly,
Vivekananda’s poem suggests that by surrendering to
Kali and accepting her destructive dance, the devotee
attains ultimate freedom.

IL. CONCLUSION

Swami Vivekananda’s poem offers a profound
invocation of Kali, portraying her not just as a
terrifying force of destruction, but as the ultimate
liberator of souls. Through the vivid imagery of
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storms, darkness, and cosmic dissolution, the poem
captures the essence of Kali’s role in the Puranic
tradition as the embodiment of time, death, and
transformative destruction. The references to
pralaya, cosmic battles, and Kali’s dance highlight
the cyclical nature of creation and destruction,
revealing the deeper spiritual significance of
surrendering to the divine force that lies beyond fear
and death.
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