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	The Srimad Bhagavatam is one of greatest books of Bhakti in our tradition. Immensely popular all over India, it has inspired poets, saints and artists, as it provides a great range of material for their art. - Swami Ranganathananda


Introduction 
‘Bhagavatam’ means that which deals with Bhagavan, the Blessed Supreme Being. It also means the revelations of the Lord Himself (bhagavatah idam). It can mean the glory of the Lord’s devotees, bhagavatas also. Just as the syllable Omkar is said to be the sound-form of the Lord, the Bhagavatam is said to be the word-form of the Lord. Hence to know the Bhagavatam is to know the essential nature of the Lord. 

The Bhagavatam is believed to have been told by Lord Narayana Himself to Brahma, the creator. This lamp of knowledge is said to have been passed on by Brahma to his son Narada, by Narada to sage Veda Vyasa, by Veda Vyasa to his son Sukadeva and by Sukadeva to King Parikshit who was under the curse of imminent death.
Bhagavatam belongs to that class of Hindu religious literature which is known as the Puranas. The Bhagavata Purana is a scripture superbly written with aesthetic sensitivity, devotional intensity, and metaphysical subtlety wherein Krishna, the warrior-charioteer-friend-philosopher-guide of the Bhagavad Gita becomes the pet child of Yashoda, the Divine Lover of the cowherd maidens and a supreme teacher to Uddhava.
The word ‘Purana’ literally means ‘narratives of ancient times’. Though the Puranic literature began to take its present shape only from the 5th century B.C. the nucleus from which it developed existed much earlier and was as old as the Vedic Samhitas themselves. Vedic literature like Atharva Veda, Brihadaranyaka Upanishad, Satapatha Brahmana and Gopatha Brahmana makes references to the word Purana in singular implying that Purana was a branch of Vedic learning and not a separate and diversified religious literature that it came to be in later times. It was common to recite the Purana consisting of genealogies of kings and Rishis, historical anecdotes, proverbial sayings etc.during the intervals of various rites and ceremonies of long Vedic sacrifices.
Through the changing needs of man and the times, the Vedas remained static and unalterable while the Puranas, which embody the philosophy of the Vedas, multiplied into a huge body of literature during the vast period between the 6th century B.C. and the 12th Century A.D. This Puranic literature contained the devotional teachings of numerous cults and saintly teachers that appeared from time to time on this sacred land of ours as also information on a variety of scientific, occult, social and historical subjects. The mission of the Puranas by and large has been to popularize the Vedic truths by means of narratives, stories and anecdotes.

Mahapuranas & Upa-Puranas
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The Puranas recognized as ancient and comprehensive are called MahaPuranas which are eighteen in number. In course of time as the society expanded new literature of new cults and new people came to be called Upa-Puranas which are called as sub-divisions or supplements to the major Puranas. Excepting a few, each of the Puranas exalts one or the other deities like Vishnu, Siva, Sakti or Devi while subordinating the others. This is more with a view to attract the focus of the devotee than to create any sectarian rivalry; but common people do not appreciate the genius of the Vedic religion and sectarian conflicts do take place on account of their restricted interpretation. 
Place of the Bhagavatam
Srimad Bhagavatam is included in the list of eighteen MahaPuranas wherein it finds a prominent place. There has been a controversy whether Bhagavatam included in the list of eighteen MahaPuranas is DeviBhagavatam or this Vishnu Bhagavatam. But many scholars speak out in favor of the latter.

With several unknown and variable factors involved, fixing the dates of ancient Hindu scriptures has always been a difficult exercise. Keeping this in mind the date of Srimad Bhagavatam varies between around 3000 B.C. (the beginning of Kali Yuga) and 8th Century A.D (the period of Alvars of the South India) during which period there has been a three-phase development of the text. Though tradition ascribes the authorship of the Bhagavatam to the sage Vedavyasa, those responsible for the second and third phases of its development have remained unknown. There are also divergent views as to why Shankaracharya, despite his numerous works on devotion and worship, and Ramanujacharya, despite being the leading Acharya of Vaishnavism, did not comment or make any reference to the Bhagavatam in their extensive expositions.
The Bhagavatam as available today has been divided into 12 Skandhas or Books, further divided into 335 Adhyayas or chapters, containing in all a little more than 14,000 slokas or verses. However, tradition always put it at 18,000 verses.
Brahman, Bhagavan & Avatar
From the phenomenal point of view, the Supreme Being, Brahman, is called Isvara (God) who is associated with Maya and possessed of omnipotence, omnipresence and omniscience etc. This transcendental Brahman is Narayana. After projecting this world and desiring to ensure its stability, He, the Lord, Narayana, first created Prajapatis and made them to follow the dharma (virtuous path characterized by rites and duties as revealed in the Vedas). This dharma is the direct means to both secular and spiritual welfare of living beings.
When after a long time, dharma became overpowered by adharma (vice) and adharma increased owing to the deterioration of discriminative knowledge, caused by the rise of desire in the minds of the followers of the dharma, then Vishnu (another name of Narayana), the prime mover took birth - as part of Himself- in the form of Krishna, the son of Devaki by Vasudeva, for the protection of the dharma and annihilation of the wicked. This is called the Krishna Avatara.
Avataras appear for special reasons in special circumstances. Whenever there is much unrighteousness, whenever confusion and disorder set in on account of unrighteousness and baffle the well-ordered progress of people, whenever the equilibrium of human society is disturbed by selfish, ruthless and cruel beings, whenever irreligion and Adharma prevail, whenever the foundations of social organizations are shaken, Avataras appear to establish Dharma and to restore peace and balance.
Avatara is a descent of God for the ascent of man, and to keep up the harmony of the universe. The Avatara comes to reveal the divine nature in man and makes him rise above the petty materialistic life of passion and egoism.

Many Avataras had a single focus, but Krishna’s achievements were multi-dimensional. Hence He is styled as Purnavatara, or the Complete Incarnation.

He, the Lord, Krishna is called the Bhagavan. The term ‘Bhagavan’ is defined in the Vishnu Purana (6.5.74 & 78) as the one having Bhaga or majesty. The Bhaga or majesty is described as sixfold Viz. 1.Lordship (Aiswarya), 2.Righteousness (Dharma), 3.Fame  (Yasas), 4.Wealth (Sri), 5.Knowledge (Jnana), and 6.Dispassion (Vairagya). The full manifestation of all these qualities is called Bhaga. He who is distinguished by these excellences is the Bhagavan. He is spoken of as the One who is aware of creation and dissolution, future prosperity and adversity, ignorance and wisdom of all beings. 
Bhagavan is ever endowed with Knowledge, Sovereignty, Power, Strength, Valor and Formidability. He exercises command over his own Maya which goes by the name prakriti, consisting of three Gunas viz. sattva, rajas and tamas. Thus through his own Maya, he appears as if embodied, as if born and as if favoring people - though by His nature, He is birthless, changeless, the Lord of all creatures, eternal, pure, conscious and free, the Paramatman.
Krishna, Bhakti and The Bhagavatam
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Bhagavatam is a practical guide for all. It teaches that God-realization alone can give salvation for man, and shows the ways to attain God-consciousness. It teaches that God alone really exists and that God-realization is the be-all and end-all of life. It teaches us to realize God everywhere, always and in every situation in life. 

The main thesis of the Bhagavatam is to advocate the glory and greatness of Krishna and inculcate a feeling of staunch devotion (Bhakti) to Him. Krishna being the Purna Avatar or a Perfect Incarnation, a Complete Person, human mind finds it a bit knotty to comprehend Him because it is accustomed more with the imperfection, fragmentation, exclusiveness and inadequacies than with excellence.
Lord Krishna has played various parts during His stay in the world. He drove the chariot of Arjuna. He was an unparalleled statesman. He was a master musician. He gave lessons to Narada in the art of playing the Veena. The music of His flute thrilled the hearts of the Gopis and all. He was a cowherd in Nandagaon and Gokul. He exhibited miracles even when he was a child and a boy. He killed many Rakshasas. He showed Visvaroopa to His mother. He did Rasalila, the secrets of which can only be understood by devotees like Narada, Radha and the Gopis. He taught the supreme truths of Yoga, Bhakti and Vedanta to Arjuna and Uddhava. He had mastery over the sixty-four arts. 

This completeness and expanse of the Krishna Avatar made it possible to interpret the concept of Krishna in multifarious ways. One such view is that Krishna is not an incarnation of Vishnu, the Godhead, as ordinarily understood, but the Godhead (Bhagavan) Himself. The basis for this view is the verse 1.3.28 of the Bhagavatam which says “While all these (other 24 Avatars described earlier in the same chapter) are the parts and particles of the Supreme Being, Krishna is the Bhagavan Himself - (krishnastu bhagavan svayam). Krishna is the full revelation of the Lord, while the others come from age to age for the relieving the world from the sufferings caused by the particular set of the Asuras.” This view is opposed by the others who quote several verses from the other parts of the Bhagavtam itself wherein Krishna is expressly declared as a part of Mahavishnu, the Supreme Being. 
If we avoid all this differentiation on emphasis, we get an overall picture in the Bhagavatam that there was a fuller manifestation of divine excellences in the Krishna Avatar than in any other incarnation.
Jnana, Bhakti and Karma are assigned their respective places in the Bhagavatam. Karma is prescribed for those who are very much attached to the body and this world. Jnana is prescribed for those who are detached and dispassionate (Virakta). Bhakti is prescribed for those who are neither very much attached nor very much detached and who are indifferent. It teaches all about Bhagavata Dharma or the religion of love. The Bhagavata Dharma as taught by the nine sages to King Nimi in the beginning of the eleventh Skandha, is soul-stirring.
The impression that a non-sectarian reader would have about the Bhagavatam is that it is not exclusively committed to any single system generally found in Indian philosophy. As in the Upanishads and the Bhaagvad Gita, dualism, identity-in-difference in its various shades, monism etc. all finds a place in the Bhagavatam in different contexts. The Text does not show any antipathy towards any of them and feels no contradiction in accommodating all of them. Its efforts are towards the synthesis of all and not positing opposition between the different schools of thought.
That kind of synthesizing agent for the Bhagavatam is Bhakti or devotion of the highest type, which is described as the 5th Purushartha or goal of life, the other four being dharma (morality), artha (wealth), kama (pleasure) and moksha (liberation). 
Bhakti in the Bhagavatam is not merely the purifying agency or a means for a higher end as the non-dualist principle presumes but it is the highest end itself, transcending Mukti also. The Bhagavatam gives details about different categories of devotion based on three different Gunas. It also mentions nine-pronged devotional discipline. But at the highest level the Bhagavatam favors nirguna bhakti i.e. devotion based not on body or self or salvation for oneself from the cycle of birth and death but on the concept of self-forgetting love, expressing itself in the natural, unbroken and unobstructed flow of mind towards the Lord as the Ganga flows continuously towards the ocean.
Such seekers attain to the knowledge of their essence as one with the Lord, as against the concept of merging with the Lord advocated by the Advaita school, retaining a sense of difference without a distinction so that they may engage themselves in the unbroken service of the Lord as his servant or child or comrade or spouse etc. 
The Bhagavatam considers this fulfillment of the seeker based on the inherent kinship with the Lord, motivated by pure love without any fear or self-centered expectation of freedom from Samsara as constituting the highest end of a Jiva. 
This is the highest purushartha which it ranks even above Mukti or Moksha understood as mergence or becoming one with Him by the Advaita School. This is a state of difference without a distinction, a state of perfection, in which the state of oneness results not in mergence in Brahman, but in love and service of the Bhagavan, in becoming an instrument of his Divine play.
Essence of the Bhagavatam
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Though introductory in form, the 1st Skandha is deemed as a supplement to the 10th Skandha in extolling the life and glory of Krishna and to generate devotion to Him. The very first verse in the Bhagavatam (1.1.1) overflows with the nectar of Jnana, supreme knowledge. Here Krishna is posited as Purnavatara (complete incarnation), in a category different from other incarnations where He is spoken as a Kala or Amsa (part). The statement that Krishna is the Bhagavan Himself - (krishnastu bhagavan svayam) finds a place in this Skandha.(1.3.28)
Verse 1.1.1 says “He from whom the creation, sustenance and dissolution of the universe take place; who is both the material and the instrumental cause of it; who is omniscient; who is the only One having self-mastery, being the one independent entity; who illumined the mind of Brahma with the Vedic revelation whose wisdom is the wonder of even the greatest of sages; in whom the worlds, the manifestation of the three Gunas subsist in reality without in the least affecting Him, just as the combination of  the material elements like fire, water and earth subsist in their causes without changing their elemental nature; in whose light of consciousness there is no place for anything false - on that Truth Supreme we meditate (satyam, param, dhimahi).”
What is that Supreme Truth on which we meditate?  It is that from which the universe has come, in which it now rests and to which it will ultimately go.

This verse contains three words from the Brahma Sutra like “janmadi asya yatah”. Hence the Bhagavatam is discussing the very same subject matter, Brahman, which was discussed in the Upanishads and the Bhagavad Gita in a manner easily understandable to the ordinary man, employing the means of love for the form of the supreme, Saguna Brahman, the Bhagavan.
According to the Upanishads the ultimate reality is the Brahman, the source of the manifested universe, which is of the nature of pure Consciousness. It is non-dual. One view is that the manifested universe is unreal. But Bhagavatam says that if the universe has come from Brahman, the supreme Reality, it cannot be unreal because so long as it is associated with that Reality it is also real. The verse says seeing the One in the many, the whole universe of many ceases to be unreal. Just as a zero gains value by putting the digit one before it, the universe is real only through the existence of that one Reality, Brahman, in it. Because the One is there in the many, the universe is not unreal.
The Bhagavatam extols that Infinite One who makes the world real. It tells us to find the One in the many. Then the world of many will cease to be unreal. This idea is the bedrock for the philosophy of devotion or Bhakti expounded in the Bhagavatam.  This Upanishadic truth of seeing the One in many, identity-in-difference, is also the basis of teachings of Yoga in the Bhagavad Gita.

The famous utterance in the Rig Veda “ekam sat viprah bahudha vadanti” - ‘Truth is One, but sages call it variously’ is the basis for the Indian religious thought of non-duality behind the diverse religions and the religious freedom that flourished in this country. This eternal truth that the paths are many but the goal is one is reflected in the Bhagavatam. It says “Knowers of Truth declare that the Truth of one and the same non-dual, infinite, Consciousness is called Brahman or the Absolute by the Jnanis, paramatman or the Supreme Self by the mystics and Bhagavan or the Blessed Divine by the Bhaktais.”(1.2.11)
When a question was raised as to how a Jnani can also be a Bhakta it said “it is true that sages who are absorbed in the Self are free from all bondages. But they are endowed with spontaneous devotion which is not motivated by any self-centered desire. Such is the inherent attractiveness of Sri Hari that even such contemplatives steeped in Atman-Consciousness, are drawn to Him.” (1.7.10) 

The 2nd Skandha is considered as the nucleus of the original Bhagavtam over which subsequent ideas were built upon. The popularly known Chatushloki Bhagavatam, which is the soul of the Bhagavatam, occurs in this Skandha.

In Chatushloki Bhagavatam (consisting of only four short verses), Lord Narayana explained to Brahma, the creator, the entire philosophical essence of the Bhagavatam (2.9.32-35) in four divisions viz. 1.Brahma Tattva 2.Maya Tattva 3.Jagat Tattva and 4.Jijnasya Tattva as follows.
1. The Lord says that before creation I alone existed. All things gross and subtle and the maya which causes them did not exist.  After creation also I alone exist. That world which is seen as the universe is also just me.  After the pralaya also I alone will exist- Brahma Tattva.
2. Maya is that which appears to be there without it actually being there.  Maya makes the unreal appear, and the real difficult to perceive.  The Lord states that Maya takes place in Him, and He uses Maya as his power, but He is beyond Maya and is untouched by it. Maya is thus the creative power of the Lord. Due to Maya the supreme changeless reality itself appears as the world, but it does not actually become the world.  Maya is beyond the grasp of the mind or intellect - Maya Tattva.
3. The five great elements – space, air, fire, water and earth seem to have entered all beings and at the same time not entered them too.  Similarly, the Supreme Reality seems to be in all beings, yet not in them too.  This apparently contradictory statement can be explained through the example of clay in a clay pot. The clay, which existed before the pot was made, has only assumed a different form and is now known as a pot. Similarly, before creation, Reality existed and it is this Reality that appears as the world now. The world of names and forms is ever in the Lord; He has not pervaded it (occupied it) after it was created! The Lord, being the material cause of the entire universe is immanent in all beings and yet he transcends them all- Jagat tattva.
4. The only true calling of the seeker is to realize through the technique of Anvaya (presence) and Vyatireka (absence) that it is the Self alone that exists everywhere at all times.  The Lord is trying to focus our attention on the awareness that it is consciousness that exists during the three states of existence – waking, dream and deep sleep.  The three stages do not co-exist at the same time.  But consciousness is aware of the presence of all these states. There is the anvaya of the Self, while there is vyatireka of the three states as they negate each other - Jijnasya tattva.
The Lord gave this teaching to Brahma and told him that abidance in the Self will ensure that he would not get deluded in the different cycles of creation – Kalpa and Vikalpa.  This is how Brahma got the knowledge of how to create this world.  In other words, with knowledge and devotion, karma will not bind one.

According to Shridharacharya this means that Bhagawan is anadi, ananta, and advitiya The teaching of the Chatushloki Bhagavatam is elaborated in the entire Bhagavatam.
The 3rd Skandha contains Kapila’s teachings to his mother, Devahuti, which came to be known as Kapilopadesh or Kapila Gita, the Philosophy of Love and Knowledge.  The salient features of these teachings are:
It is the mind which is responsible for both bondage and liberation. If the mind is turned towards worldly things it leads to bondage and if it is turned towards the Lord it leads to liberation. To orient the mind towards the Lord, it has to be purified by removing the dirt of “I” and “Mine”. (3.25.16) Satsanga is a necessary step towards this goal which finally leads to detachment (3.25.20 & 24). Kapila then gives an elaborate exposition on Jnana and Bhakti which lead one towards Vaikuntha.
In the 4th Skandha we find a passage “each individual soul is nothing but Brahman, the Supreme Being. Because of desires it got into and identified itself with a body-mind-intellect complex and forgot its original form and nature which is the cause for all the miseries of human life. Even when the individual soul forgets the Lord, the latter does not forget the Jiva even for a single moment and teaches him as a Guru “I am you; you are none else and you are myself alone.”(4.28.62)
The 5th Skandha contains a schematic description of the Brhmanda or the universe, a detailed description of the earth, heavenly regions above the earth, subterranean regions below the earth, a vivid description of twenty-eight kinds of narakas or purgatories where the erring Jivas are purified through suffering. We may keep in mind that the purpose of drawing such a schematic picture of the universe formulating it as the physical body of the Divine is not to instruct us in geography or astronomy but to teach us that by looking at that gross form the subtle spiritual tattwa or essence or principle behind that which is Reality can be grasped and visualized, a kind of projecting viswa rupa darshana on our mental screens.
Here comes the famous saying of Brahma “So long as one continues to live with the six enemies (shad ripus) in the form of desire (kama), anger (krodha), greed (lobha), delusion (moha), arrogance (mada) and jealousy (matsarya) even one retires to a forest, one will continue to be fear-ridden and cannot hope to have any peace of mind. For the wise person, engaged in contemplation of the Self, having controlled his senses, even remaining as a householder will not cause any harm to his spiritual interests.” (5.1.17)
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The next Skandha, the 6th, deals with the unknown and unpredictable but an essential factor, a X-factor, known as the Grace of the Lord (Anugraha) influencing whatever task we undertake.  The same factor was called as Daivam in the Bhagavad Gita (18.14). This factor is behind the story of Ajamila, a rank sinner who escaped from the clutches of death by his mere calling his son by his name ‘Narayana’ which is the name of the Lord. This also establishes the inherent power and holiness of the Divine name and hence the necessity of nama smaranam - chanting or reciting the Lord’s name by choice or by compulsion or by accident or even without any intention as Ajamila did.
The 7th Skandha is a peculiar one in the sense that it shows Bhagavan immanent even in the contrasting ideologies. He is not always with the constructive people but he is with the destructive people also thereby showing His all pervasiveness, inclusiveness and absence of partiality. His grace shines equally on all just as the moon shines equally on all waters, dirty and pure, in different vessels and ponds. But the manifestation of grace in different individuals varies according to one’s own prarabdha karma and vasanas. The main stories in this connection are that of Narada, Jaya and Vijaya, and Prahlada. The important point to note here is that the asuras bear immense hatred for Vishnu indirectly bordering on enormous attentiveness on the Lord which in the end leads them to purification and elevation. This is called vidvesa Bhakti or devotion through hatred and confrontation.
This Skandha contains the longest and the noblest hymn that Prahlada addresses to the Lord. This prayer is full of ideas of Bhakti and Jnana integrating them into a memorable lyric in praise of the Lord.
The Skandha also deals with the ideals of social system according to the varnas and ashramas which aim at developing the highest spiritual possibilities in men. Thirty virtues are listed here which are basic to all human beings irrespective of their varnas or castes.  These can be termed as the basic human obligations and comparable to the basic human rights as declared by the modern U.N.O. Some of them are truth, kindliness, austerity, purity, control of the mind, control of the senses, study of the scriptures, contentment and so on. (7.11.8-12)
Though the Ashrama of the Sanyasins is considered as the crown of human life, it is maintained that if a person lives according to the ideal prescribed for a householder, Liberation can be attained even while continuing to live at home provided he has deep rooted devotion to the Lord. (7.15.67)
The 8th Skandha is noted for its stories on the Liberation of the elephant King (Gajendra Moksham), the churning of the ocean of milk to obtain amrut (samudra manthan) and the slaying of Mahabali by Vishnu as Vamana (Dwarf). Of these three the story of Gajendra Moksham is of special significance for its content of Jnana. Once, the king of elephants, Gajendra, was in a helpless condition when he was caught by an alligator. He prayed to the Lord for redemption. This prayer is contained in Chapter 3 of this Skandha. It is etched in beautiful Sanskrit and is as popular for daily prayers as Vishnu Saharanam or Shata Rudriyam. This Chapter 3 is to the 8th Skandha as Chapters 6 to 29 going by the title Uddhava Gita for the 11th Skandha.

The prayer of Gajendra to Vishnu is the quintessence of the Path of Knowledge taught in the Bhagavad-Gita and further repeated in the Uddhava Gita. The significant point to note with regard to Gajendra’s prayer is that the entreaties and appeals of a feeble, powerless and vulnerable creature have been couched in the language of Jnana but fully coated with the sentiment of Bhakti.
The 9th Skandha deals with genealogy of the great kings that ruled the country and describes the achievements of some great rulers among them. This chapter is more academic in nature than of much interest to the modern reader.
The 10th Skandha is the heart of the Bhagavatam, the theme being the manifestation of Vishnu as Krishna and his lilas. This is the largest Skandha in the entire Bhagavatam consisting of 90 chapters spread over 3946 verses.

This is also the most popular portion of the Bhagavatam among the masses to such an extent that for them this canto alone is as good as the entire Bhagavatam. Among the various incidents, exploits, pranks etc described in this Skandha the most controversial is the Ras Lila which is criticized as an amorous adventure of Krishna rather than going into the philosophic connotation behind the episode. As it requires a separate full scale discussion and analysis it is not being dealt with in this essay. 
The other important but less known item of philosophic importance is the 87th chapter of the Skandha dealing with the Vedas. King Parakshit asked the sage Suka “The Vedas, being constituted of words, can only describe material phenomena which can come within the scope of three Gunas of nature. How can they reveal Brahman, which is not a material object and which is beyond the three Gunas? “
Suka said “Meditate always on Hari who, as the creator designed this universe for the benefit of the Jivas. The creator, as its material cause, remains unaffected as its substratum during its creation, sustenance and dissolution. He is the Lord and director of matter and the Jivas. He enters into creation as Jiva, the Indwelling Spirit and directs its evolution into various world systems and bodies of living beings. He governs the Jivas providing them with food and other conditions for higher evolution. He, as the Guru, enables the Jivas, who take refuge in Him, to abandon identification with the body even in the waking state as in the state of sleep. He, being ever established in Bliss-Consciousness, without the slightest traces of ignorance, is capable of giving complete freedom from fear to all beings.”  Thus the Vedas describe the Self (Brahman) by negating the world as not Self. (10.87.45-50)
This glorious chapter of the Bhagavatam ends with a statement that by constant and continuous practice of hearing, singing about and remembering the extraordinary deeds of the Lord man’s devotion to Him grows day by day and thereby he attains to the state of the Lord overcoming the fear of death.
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The 11th Skandha is famous for its two subjects viz. 1.Bhagavata Dharma as taught by the nine sages 2. Uddhava Gita. These two topics elaborately deal with Bhakti, Jnana and karma yogas stressing at the same time the necessity for devotion. The main topic of discussion is Moksha, the attainment of illumination and liberation from the cycle of Samsara. Along with the 10th canto, this Skandha is the crowning cope-stone of the edifice of the Bhagavatam.
A separate article of mine appears in this website exclusively on the Uddhava Gita http://www.esamskriti.com:80/essay-chapters/A-Bird%60s-Eye-View-of-the-Uddhava-Gita-1.aspx. This Skandha ends with the final destruction of the Yadava Clan to which Krishna himself belongs by internecine fighting as also the end of the Krishna Avatar when Krishna exits after being shot at by a hunter.
The 12th Skandha is a sort of concluding remarks where it says that though the Kaliyuga has been pictured as an evil age, it affords favorable circumstances for the practice of devotion through chanting and singing of the divine name. A synopsis of the whole Bhagavatam and the ceremonial way of studying it were included in this canto. 
The significance of the Skandha lies in the fact that it deals with the Supreme Being as the substratum into which every thing dissolves and finds its ultimate refuge. 
Here Bhagavatam is eulogised as the quintessence of all Vedanta’s based on the truth of non-duality and characterized by the unity of Atman and Brahman. Its ultimate purpose is liberation and contains in it both the theory and practice to achieve this end. (12.13.12) Being the quintessence of Vedanta, one who has enjoyed the nectar of its rasa will never have any desire for anything else.(12.13.15) Vedanta is like a tree, the Bhagavatam is like a ripe fruit. 

Just as Ganga is the most superior among rivers, Vishnu among the divinities, Sambhu among the devotees, so is the Bhagavatam among the Puranas. (12.13.16) The Bhagavatam is unrivalled among the Puranas as Kasi is among the holy places. (12.13.17)
The Bhagavatam expounds the state of egolessness accompanied by knowledge, renunciation and devotion. He who hears, studies and deeply thinks over its teachings will gain supreme devotion to the Lord and liberation from Samsara. (12.13.18)

Apart from being the essence of Vedanta, the Bhagavatam contains in many places the very words and similes used in the Upanishads and the Bhagavad Gita. E.g. Bhagavatam (4.29.18-19 - Kathopanishad 1.3.3), (7.15.42 - Mundakopanishad), (8.1.10 - Isha Upanishd,Verse 1), (3.28.11 - Amritanadopanishad, Verse 8 & Patanjali Yoga Sutras), (10.81.4 - Bhgavad Gita 9.26), (11.11.32 - Bhagavad Gita 18.66)
The last verse of the Bhagavatam offers salutations to the Lord saying “by chanting Hari’s name man is freed from all sins, by surrendering to whom by prostration, he is saved from all misery.” (12.13.23)
Bhagavatam and Advaita 
Many would be surprised to see the above caption. However, it is not a matter of surprise but an actual fact despite several contrary viewpoints. The Bhagavatam frequently discusses the merging of the individual soul with the Absolute Brahman, or "the return of Jiva into His own true nature", a distinctly advaitic or non-dualistic philosophy. In the same passages, the Bhagavatam still recommends Bhagavan as the object of concentration for reaching that goal. Scholars describe this philosophy as "Advaitic Theism", which combines the seemingly contradictory beliefs of a personal God that can be worshiped with a God that is immanent in creation and in one's own self. Daniel P. Sheridan describes Advaitic Theism as a "both/and" solution for the question of whether God is transcendent or immanent in relation to creation, and credits the Bhagavatam with a "truly creative religious moment" for introducing this philosophy.

Bhagavatam and Karma Yoga
Krishna told Uddhava in the 11th Skandha, 20th chapter: “In order to lead men to the highest good, three methods of self-discipline have been taught by me. They are -
· Jnana Yoga, the path of knowledge or investigation - meant for those who have lost the taste for worldly action, considering it to be a source of misery

· Karma Yoga, the path of action - meant for those who thirst for fulfillment of desires through action and 

· Bhakti Yoga, the path of devotion meant for those who are neither disgusted with sense pleasures nor inordinately attached to them. And who love to hear the stories about the Lord and chant his name.

Those who follow any one of these paths will attain the state of Brahman, the absolute Reality, my state.”
The Lord made it clear that so long as one clings to worldly pleasure and has not developed devotion, he should perform his duties according to the instructions of the scriptures. He who worships the Lord through Yajnas with desire for its fruits goes neither to heaven nor to the other regions, but continues to take human bodies from birth to birth till he attains Jnana and Bhakti to him.
Bhagavatam and Yoga Sutras
In reply to an earlier question by King Parakshit, Śuka tells him in the beginning of the 2nd Skandha a classical approach to yoga like making an asana (place to sit) in a solitary place and meditating on Om, without regard for the distractions caused by the lower qualities of raja and tamo Guna. Śuka also describes different meditations on the gross and subtle aspects of Bhagavan, or God, in a way that is similar to the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali.

Several passages describe the merging of the individual soul with the Absolute Brahman. The Bhagavatam, in explaining the method of reaching that goal, recommends the object of concentration as Bhagavan, with an emphasis on yoga as a form of Bhakti. 

Siddhis, or spiritual powers developed through yoga practice, are described in many passages in ways that echo the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali. The tenth chapter of the 11th    Skandha teaches that the yogi who has controlled his senses and concentrated his mind on Bhagavan develops these siddhis. Patanjali describes siddhis as obstacles to reaching the ultimate goal of yoga (union) while the Bhagavatam describes them as blessings that are present in Bhagavan in infinite form, and given to the yogi in varying degrees depending on the yogi's devotion.

Process of Blending Bhakti, Jnana & Vairagya in Bhagvatam

ch7 
For the benefit of the vast majority of the people drifting towards destruction, the ancient Sages prompted by their inner voice, disseminated Bhakti cult to help them also realize the Self through the Puranas. The Bhagavatam, being the outstanding among them, contains in it a judicious mixture of Bhakti (devoted love for Bhagavan), Jnana (the knowledge about the Atman) and Vairagya (total renunciation or dispassion) wherein the pride of place has been given to Bhakti and through Bhakti to the other two.
Bhakti is easy for all and any one can practice it by following the thoughts enunciated in the Bhagavatam. It proclaims that motiveless Bhakti ( Para Bhakti) is even superior to Mukti or Salvation.  Bhakti is both the means and the end. By developing love for Bhagavan, the love and attraction for other things will drop off, resulting in complete renunciation. As renunciation goes on increasing, actions will become less and less self-centered and devotion will get strengthened more and more. Bhagavan will then shine inside the devotee as Jnana.
It is not that Bhagavan has the form of Jnana or wisdom, Bhagavan is Jnana or wisdom itself. He is Consciousness itself. The Bhakta or devotee will become unconscious of everything else. He will be conscious of only Bhagavan and nothing but Bhagavan. Then the idea of the Bhakta that he is conscious of Bhagavan (Consciousness) will drop off and the Bhakta will become the consciousness itself. This is the Three-in-one fusion of Bhakti, Jnana and Vairagya, leading to ultimate Self-Realization.
Though Bhakti is the theme of the Bhagavatam, the Jnana conveyed by the Upanishads are contained in various stutis or hymns like that of Suka, Btahma, Dhruva, Prahlada, Akrura, Kunti, Gajendra and so on. Motiveless Bhakti or Para Bhakti and Jnana and Vairagya are all thus one and the same.

Conclusion 
“A scripture is more like a great book of poetry than like a text book on logic, and God is more of a poet than a logician. It is easy to conceive that a revelation that God has given to mankind at various levels of moral and spiritual development and with the individuals falling into several psychological groups, can have different strands of teaching to suit the tastes and capacities of different types of aspirants. It is in the universality of its teachings, this applicability of its teachings to all, that a scripture excels a logician’s work.” - Swami Tapasyananda. 
It is beyond even a speck of doubt that Srimad Bhagavat Mahapuran fits into that kind of scriptural excellence. It is really a comprehensive fusion skillfully blending Bhakti, Jnana, and Vairagya wherein the flavor of Bhakti is robust. Bhagvan is beyond all sciences and all religions and all philosophies, which are the products of the extremely inadequate equipment of the human intellect, expressed in most inadequate words and phrases and sentences. So as Prahlada says the wise men withdraw themselves from the jugglery of words and start practicing Bhakti.

The following quotation from the Bhagavata Mahatmya of the Padma Purana would be a fitting finale to this essay. ‘The Bhakti which carries with it the aesthetic delight of prema or pure love and which is strengthened by Jnana and vairagya, knowledge and renunciation, will then have free play in every home and in every human heart,’
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