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Praise for Princess of India 
(formerly Savitri: A Tale of Ancient India)

“Unique and noteworthy . . . Shepard breathes new life into the sleeping archetype of the Indian 
heroine. Like ancient heroic myth, [Shepard’s interpretation] renews deep strains of potential 
within the reader.”—Publishers Weekly

“Reads aloud very well . . . Readers will enjoy the perspicacity and tenacity of this feisty heroine 
[and] be fascinated by the uniquely Indian cultural details.”—School Library Journal

“Profoundly moving.”—Children’s Bookwatch

“Delicately rendered in both adaptation and illustration . . . A book that will open children’s eyes 
and ears to an unfamiliar lore, and provide rich contrast to Western parallels.”—Bulletin of the 
Center for Children’s Books

“Portrays a woman of great intelligence and courage, as well as virtue . . . The story and pictures 
show great sensitivity to Hindu lore and culture.”—Deva and Gayatri Rajan, Hinduism Today

“Will enhance the social studies curriculum.”—Children’s Book Review Service

“Powerfully told, with a magic all its own. Savitri’s purity of spirit will touch the hearts of all 
readers, young and old.”—Meera Lester, India West

“Fresh and respectful . . . Could be useful as an introduction to Indian classics for young adult 
readers, in a course on ancient cultures, or in any broad-based collection.”—Fran Stallings, 
Territorial Tattler

“Looking for a painless dose of Hindu mythology? Here it is, with beautiful illustrations to boot.”— 
Ours (Adoptive Families of America)
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ABOUT THE STORY

The story of the princess Savitri is one of the best-known and best-loved 
tales of India. It appears within the Mahabharata, India’s great national 
epic, which is much like an Old Testament to the Hindus.

This epic, written down at around the time of Christ, had already been 
passed on orally for centuries. It arises from a time when legends were 
born—an age of walled cities, of sun and fire worship, and of women far 
more independent than later Indian culture would allow.

HOW TO SAY THE NAMES

Savitri ~ SAH-vit-ree
Satyavan ~ SOT-ya-von

Yama ~ YAH-ma
Narada ~ NAR-a-da

Mahabharata ~ MAH-hah-BAR-a-ta



In memory of Will Perry
—A.S.

For Venki
—V.R.





In India, in the time of legend, there lived a king with many 
wives but not one child. Morning and evening for eighteen years, 
he faced the fire on the sacred altar and prayed for the gift of 
children.

Finally, a shining goddess rose from the flames.
“I am Savitri, child of the Sun. By your prayers, you have won  

a daughter.”



Within a year, a daughter came to the king and his favorite 
wife. He named her Savitri, after the goddess.

Beauty and intelligence were the princess Savitri’s, and eyes 
that shone like the sun. So splendid was she, people thought she 
herself was a goddess. Yet, when the time came for her to marry, 
no man asked for her.

Her father told her, “Weak men turn away from radiance like 
yours. Go out and find a man worthy of you. Then I will arrange 
the marriage.”







In the company of servants and councillors, Savitri traveled 
from place to place. After many days, she came upon a hermitage 
by a river crossing. Here lived many who had left the towns and 
cities for a life of prayer and study.



Savitri entered the hall of worship and bowed to the eldest 
teacher. As they spoke, a young man with shining eyes came into 
the hall. He guided another man, old and blind.

“Who is that young man?” asked Savitri softly.
“That is Prince Satyavan,” said the teacher, with a smile. “He 

guides his father, a king whose realm was conquered. It is well 
that Satyavan’s name means ‘Son of Truth,’ for no man is richer in 
virtue.”







When Savitri returned home, she found her father sitting with 
the holy seer named Narada.

“Daughter,” said the king, “have you found a man you wish to 
marry?”

“Yes, father. His name is Satyavan.”
Narada gasped. “Not Satyavan! Princess, no man could be 

more worthy, but you must not marry him! I know the future. 
Satyavan will die, one year from today.”

The king said, “Do you hear, daughter? Choose a different 
husband!”

Savitri trembled but said, “I have chosen Satyavan, and I will not 
choose another. However long or short his life, I wish to share it.”



Soon the king rode with Savitri to arrange the marriage.
Satyavan was overjoyed to be offered such a bride. But his 

father, the blind king, asked Savitri, “Can you bear the hard life 
of the hermitage? Will you wear our simple robe and our coat of 
matted bark? Will you eat only fruit and plants of the wild?”

Savitri said, “I care nothing about comfort or hardship. In 
palace or in hermitage, I am content.”





That very day, Savitri and Satyavan walked hand in hand around the sacred fire in the hall of worship.



In front of all the priests and hermits, they became husband and wife.





For a year, they lived happily. But Savitri could never forget 
that Satyavan’s death drew closer.

Finally, only three days remained. Savitri entered the hall of 
worship and faced the sacred fire. There she prayed for three days 
and nights, not eating or sleeping.

“My love,” said Satyavan, “prayer and fasting are good. But 
why be this hard on yourself?”

Savitri gave no answer.
The sun was just rising when Savitri at last left the hall. She saw 

Satyavan heading for the forest, an ax on his shoulder.
Savitri rushed to his side. “I will come with you.”
“Stay here, my love,” said Satyavan. “You should eat and rest.”
But Savitri said, “My heart is set on going.”
Hand in hand, Savitri and Satyavan walked over wooded hills. 

They smelled the blossoms on flowering trees and paused beside 
clear streams. The cries of peacocks echoed through the woods.



While Savitri rested, Satyavan chopped firewood from a fallen 
tree. Suddenly, he dropped his ax.

“My head aches.”
Savitri rushed to him. She laid him down in the shade of a tree, 

his head on her lap.
“My body is burning! What is wrong with me?”
Satyavan’s eyes closed. His breathing slowed.





Savitri looked up. Coming through the woods to meet them 
was a princely man. He shone, though his skin was darker than the 
darkest night. His eyes and his robe were the red of blood.

Trembling, Savitri asked, “Who are you?”



A deep, gentle voice replied. “Princess, you see me only by 
the power of your prayer and fasting. I am Yama, god of death. 
Now is the time I must take the spirit of Satyavan.”



Yama took a small noose and passed it through Satyavan’s 
breast, as if through air. He drew out a tiny likeness of Satyavan, 
no bigger than a thumb.

Satyavan’s breathing stopped.
Yama placed the likeness inside his robe. “Happiness awaits 

your husband in my kingdom. Satyavan is a man of great virtue.”
Then Yama turned and headed south, back to his domain.
Savitri rose and started after.







Yama strode smoothly and swiftly through the woods, while 
Savitri struggled to keep up. At last, he stopped to face her.

“Savitri! You cannot follow to the land of the dead!”
“Lord Yama, I know your duty is to take my husband. But my 

duty as his wife is to stay beside him.”
“Princess, that duty is at an end. Still, I admire your loyalty.  

I will grant you a favor—anything but the life of your husband.”
Savitri said, “Please restore my father-in-law’s kingdom and his 

sight.”
“His sight and his kingdom shall be restored.”
Yama again headed south. Savitri followed.



Along a river bank, thorns and tall, sharp grass let Yama pass 
untouched. But they tore at Savitri’s clothes and skin.

“Savitri! You have come far enough!”
“Lord Yama, I know my husband will find happiness in your 

kingdom. But you carry away the happiness that is mine!”
“Princess, even love must bend to fate! Still, I admire your 

devotion. I will grant you another favor—anything but the life of 
your husband.”

Savitri said, “Grant many more children to my father.”
“Your father shall have many more children.”
Yama once more turned south. Again, Savitri followed.







Up a steep hill Yama glided, while Savitri clambered after him. 
At the top, he halted.

“Savitri! I forbid you to come farther!”
“Lord Yama, you are respected and revered by all. Yet, no 

matter what may come, I will remain by Satyavan!”
“Princess, I tell you for the last time, you will not! Still, I can 

only admire your courage and your firmness. I will grant you one 
last favor—anything but the life of your husband.”

“Then grant many children to me. And let them be children of 
Satyavan!”



Yama’s eyes grew wide as he stared at Savitri. “You did not 
ask for your husband’s life, yet I cannot grant your wish without 
releasing him. Princess! Your wit is as strong as your will.”



Yama took out the spirit of Satyavan and removed the noose. 
The spirit flew north, quickly vanishing from sight.

“Return, Savitri. You have won your husband’s life.”





The sun was just setting when Savitri again laid Satyavan’s 
head in her lap.

His chest rose and fell. His eyes opened.
“Is the day already gone? I have slept long. But what is wrong, 

my love? You smile and cry at the same time!”
“My love,” said Savitri, “let us return home.”



Yama was true to all he had promised. Savitri’s father became 
father to many more. Satyavan’s father regained both sight and 
kingdom.

In time, Satyavan became king, and Savitri his queen. They 
lived long and happily, blessed with many children.



So, they had no fear or tears when Yama came again to carry them to his kingdom.



MORE ABOUT THE STORY

The story of the princess Savitri is one of the best-known and best-loved tales of India. Traditionally, 
Hindu women celebrate an annual festival in Savitri’s honor to secure a long and happy married life. 

The story is found in the Mahabharata, one of the two great ancient epics of India’s Hindus. 
Appearing in Book 3, “The Book of the Forest,” the story is related as an instructive tale to Yudhisthira, 
one of the epic’s heroes, by the wise hermit Markandeya. It is one of many such independent tales 
woven into the epic.

The Mahabharata achieved its final written form around the time of Christ—but having originated 
in the oral tradition, it was by then already centuries old. The story of Savitri itself most likely started 
out as a folktale, long before its insertion in the epic. Then, with the rest of the epic, it underwent a 
number of changes and additions over the centuries. 

In the epic’s final version, Savitri’s story shows vestiges of a number of historical periods with 
very different cultures. Major story elements, though, tend to place it in the Brahmanic period of the 
late Vedic Age. As a focal point for my retelling, I’ve narrowed this to a rough date of 800 B.C.

The Mahabharata places the story in “the kingdom of the Madras,” the region between the 
present-day rivers Chenab and Ravi, tributaries of the Indus. It is today situated mostly in northeast 
Pakistan, and partly in the Indian states of Jammu and Kashmir. In the Brahmanic period, the capital of 
this kingdom was Sakala—near the modern Pakistani city of Sialkot, in the foothills of the Himalayas. 
I’ve set my retelling there in Sakala and in the foothills just north of it.

The story’s meaning itself seems to have shifted over the centuries. In its final form in the 
Mahabharata, it aimed mainly to portray the devotion and submission of an ideal wife to her husband 
and his family. This reflected the attitude of Hindu authorities by this later period. 

Still, beneath the doctrinal tampering, a storyteller’s eye discerns clearly the tale of a strong, 
remarkably independent woman—a trickster tale, in fact, in which a woman dares oppose even 
a god. And women were indeed treated much more equally in the period when this story likely 
originated. Being a storyteller myself—and an aspiring friend of women—I’ve adopted the stance of 
the folklorist rather than the priest.

In other ways too, the culture of the Brahmanic period was very different from the classical 
Hindu culture more familiar to us. The following will help in understanding aspects of the story.

Ethnic origin. Savitri’s people were Aryans, part of the conquering tribes that had come over the 
Himalayas starting in 1500 B.C. Not at all the homogeneous race of modern conception, the Aryans 



were Caucasians of various ethnicities, probably originating in central Asia. Since they had not yet 
fully integrated with the natives of India, they were lighter-skinned than most Indians today. In this 
early time, they lived mostly in cities that were basically forts, surrounded by walls and a moat.

Worship. The Aryans worshipped the Sun and Fire, as well as Brahma and other gods. For 
this worship, they built fires on brick altars, where rituals were performed at sunrise and sunset. 
Religious practice was based on the concept of sacrifice, but in the broader sense of dedication 
and consecration.

Savitri (the goddess). As told in the story, the princess Savitri was named after the goddess 
Savitri, who had announced the coming birth. This goddess was the daughter of Savitar, the divine 
Sun. She was also the personification of the Savitri Mantra (also called the Gayatri Mantra), the 
prayer to the Sun that the princess’s father repeated for years to attain children. 

Yama. Though the image of Yama and his realm became more sinister and terrifying over the 
centuries, in much of the Vedic period he was seen as relatively beneficent. His earliest role was 
merely to reign over the virtuous in the land of the dead, supplying them with food and shelter—
much like the Norse god Odin in Valhalla. Later, the job of harvesting souls was added. Yama’s 
realm was often said to be to the south, where the Aryans had not yet fully explored. 

Hermitages. The hermitage, or ashram, served as a center for those who wished to devote 
themselves to a more intense religious regimen. Besides providing homes for monks, the ashrams 
were retreat centers for city-dwellers, who often took up residence there, alone or with their 
families, after retiring from public life. Ashram residents devoted themselves to contemplation, 
scripture study, and ritual. 

Women. Women and men in this period were not treated as entirely equal, but much closer 
than later under classical Hinduism. Women were educated and were not secluded. They often 
chose their own husbands. Though Savitri would no doubt still be a teenager, women at that time 
weren’t married off at the earliest possible age. She was likely meant to be around 16. 

Though I have spent time in India, I heard this tale first at home in California from a storyteller 
and dear friend, the late Will Perry. This introduction inspired me to explore many other versions, 
both ancient and modern. For my own retelling, though, I went straight to the source, working 
solely with the Mahabharata itself—that is, in the translation by J. A. B. van Buitenen, Vol. 2, 
University of Chicago Press, Chicago and London, 1975. 

An expanded version of this note can be found on my website at www.aaronshep.com.

Aaron Shepard
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