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Abstract

The Evolution of a Sanskrit Literary Culture:
A Study of the Naisadha Tradition in Light of Its Commentaries and Receptive Histories

by
Deven Patel
Doctor of Philosophy in South and Southeast Asian Studies
University of California, Berkeley

Professor Robert P. Goldman, Chair

This dissertation, "The Evolution of a Sanskrit Literary Culture: A Study of the
Naisadha Tradition in Light of Its Commentaries and Receptive Histories," is a textual
and historical study of how, over the course of many centuries, a culture of reading and
re-reading comes to be formed around seminal works of Sanskrit literature. Focusing on
poet-philosopher Sriharsa's twelfth century epic poem (mahakavya) Naisadhiyacarita (or
Naisadha), a vastly influential text with a rich history of adaptation and critical
interpretation in Sanskrit and regional South Asian languages, this thesis seeks to
highlight the importance of commentary and anecdotal literature in shaping the text's
form, production, understanding, dissemination, and appreciation.

Taking fragments from eight to ten Sanskrit commentaries on the Naisadha--
three of them published or partially published and the rest from unpublished manuscripts
-- and selections from relevant semi-historical texts or largely anonymous anecdotal
traditions that touch on various aspects of the poem's receptive history, this thesis

investigates the early critical superstructure that creates or informs the growth of the
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Naisadha tradition, one of the most important literary text traditions of pre-modern South
Asia. Seeing the ways in which early critical documents from the first four or five
centuries of an eight hundred year-old tradition might inform contemporary reading
communities, the study offers insight into the life of texts in South Asia, the processes of
their use and canonization.

A central argument of this thesis is that a seminal cultural text and its hermeneutic
and critical documents can be seen as converging aspects of the same literary process that
come to constitute what one may call a text-tradition. In order to begin to provide a
coherent account of the "life" of the Naisadha tradition, the dissertation primarily focuses
on the way in which the poem's literary culture came to be formed during its early
periods of reception. It assesses the content, reading strategies, and social context of
Sanskrit commentary writing during the first few centuries of the second millennium and

its successive impact on late of commentators.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION TO NAISADHA AS TEXT-
TRADITION

Poet Sriharsa's celebrated Naisadhiyacarita ["Life of Nala"] (often called
simply Naisadha) has inspired one of the more fascinating literary developments
in the Sanskrit tradition. The poem itself was probably composed in the middle of
the twelfth century in Kanyakubja under the Gahadavala reign of Govindacandra,
Vijayacandra or J ayantacandra.' Judging from the poem's influence on later
literature in Sanskrit and the regional languages of South Asia, the Naisadha may
be safely cited as the most important mahakavya -- if not the most significant
Sanskrit literary composition -- of the age. The ways in which this poem's literary
culture came to be formed in its early periods of reception essentially constitutes
the subject of the following discussion. Through a selective examination of the

information provided in some of the Naisadha's early commentaries® and

! Commentators are divided in their opinions. Gadadhara places $riharsa in Govindacandra's court
while Rajasekharasliri mentions him in the court of Govindacandra's grandson Jayantacantra (or
Jayacandra). Some scholars identify Sriharsa's lost Vijayapra$asti (see Jani 116) as a paean to
Vijayacandra, father of Jayantacandra. It seems that the poet's tenure most probably overlapped in
the reign of Vijayacandra and his son Jayantacandra.

2 paul Griffiths (in Religious Reading) succinctly defines commentary:

If a work is a metawork in which there are overt signs of the presence of another work, by
quotation, summary, or paraphrase; if these signs outweigh, either quantitatively or
qualitatively, other elements in the work; and if the structure and order of the work is
largely given to it by those of the other work whose presence is evident in it -- then the
work in question is a commentary (85).
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traditional lore, the larger interest is to better understand from the point of view of
its receivers the processes that inform the shaping of a canonical Sanskrit literary
tradition. The poem and its hermeneutic and critical documents are here
understood to be converging aspects of the same literary process that come to
constitute what one may call a "Naisadha tradition." With most pre-modern
Sanskrit literary texts, the various threads that tie together their "tradition" often
remain obscure, unavailable or unrecorded. Fortunately, a rather substantial
nucleus of material for the Naisadha -- primarily in the form of Sanskrit
commentaries -- remains accessible for students interested in understanding how a
Sanskrit text comes to be historically received. Several dissertations have already
investigated, along with their study of the poem, traces of the Naisadha's literary
and receptive process in terms of composition, transmission, historical contexts,
interpretive frames and the agents of interpretation, literary criticism, canonization,
pedagogical and creative application, and contemporary valuation.’ The
contribution here is to carry forward their investigations in a few places and to

organize some of the information in such a way as to foreground the significance

He discusses the purposes of commentary, citing six major categories: comprehension, application,
justification, refutation, absorption, and fulfillment of extratextual needs (see Griffiths 1999: 89-
94).

3 Several studies in English and Hindi are consulted and cited in this dissertation, the single most
important English source being A.N. Jani's magnum opus A Critical Study of the Naisadha (1957),
which has condensed numerous texts' worth of information about the Naisadha and its hermeneutic
traditions into a single point of reference. The classic study of the Naisadha in the Hindi language
is Candika Prasad Sukla's Nai sadha-parisilan (1960), which puts forth the topics of the Naisadha

tradition along the traditional lines of Sanskrit literary schooling.
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of the Sanskrit commentaries and the processes they embody in the formation of
an enduring literary culture.

In conjunction with their role as lihks between text and audience, the
commentaries constitute traditions of interpretation that generally revolve around
issues of authority, hierarchy, community, and tradition.* With little scrutiny put
on them as significant documents in their own right, a traditional Sanskrit
commentary's aesthetic, historical, and social reasons for being in light of their role
in the shaping of a text's receptive tradition have been largely ignored or

misrepresented by historians and Sanskrit scholars alike.” The early hermeneutic

4 Griffiths has valuably articulated this point around what he calls the nature of "religious reading,”
a term for traditional attitudes and methods that cross-culturally and cross-temporally sustain
institutions for teaching and leamning: "The key elements here are authority, hierarchy, community,
and tradition. The presence of these in institutions of religious reading will inevitably have effects
upon how curriculum is decided, how teaching is done, and how certification is granted" (63-64).

3 Much modem criticism seems to focus negatively on the traditional commentary's putative
naivete and lack of sophistication "especially when compared to the principles set forth in
contemporary philosophical hermeneutics and literary theory” (Cabezon [in Timms 166].
According to Griffiths, an influential "consumerist" spirit of hermeneutics differs radically from the
traditional text-centered models in that it "is subject to nothing other than [its] own creative
impulses, and constrained by nothing other than the limitless potential of the signifiers to be
arrayed to serve and please them" (45). Cabezon elaborates: "In other instances, "overlooking"
traditional hermeneutics provides modern scholarship with the necessary space to develop
"exegesis" (lege agenda) of their own . . . [using] native exegesis selectively in an attempt to create
a formal system unknown to, and frequently in conflict with, the tradition's self-understanding"
(167). A very common knock on traditional commentaries has been that they do not focus on the
"original" meanings of the text. Arthur Waley, for example, speaking about traditional Chinese
commentaries sees them as lacking "any intention or desire to discover what is meant originally , , ,

and therefore useless.” Radhakrishnan bemoans one aspect of "the scholastic period" of Sanskrit
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efforts of the Naisadha's Sanskrit commentators have; by and large, determined
the appreciation and grounds for inquiry suitable to the text. Their successors have
generally sustained the early traditions while reflecting in their work an evolving
discourse of the text.5 In exerting interpretive control through a host of strategies,
these documents have guided generations of readers and cultural producers in

processing, enjoying, and using the Naisadha.” Leaving aside the paramount task

culture as "sometimes grossly polemical . . . more confusing than enlightening." (76) Self-critiques
of a more specific nature also emerge among Sanskrit commentators themselves (Bhoja, most
famously, in his preface to a commentary on the Yogasitra), a point that will be taken up later.

6 Ronald Inden offers a perspective from which to study such a phenomenon:

People read texts of the past through the later commentaries that frame them and
especially through those of their own present. Most of these commentaries in India were
the oral commentaries of the text's teachers. Some teachers formalized and inscribed their
commentaries or glosses (almost invariably leaving out what we in the present would most
like to know). We do not want, however, to suggest either that these supplements were
either violent appropriations or the unfolding of an original author's intention. Rather, we
wish to see the relationship between text and supplement as problematic. There is always
some gap between them . . . The reader is, thus, always confronting a discourse in the text
(including its earlier commentaries) that differs from his or her own discursive position.

14

7 Although remarking on the critical contexts of the Ramdyana tradition, Robert Goldman's
comments on the importance of these documents as translating agents between text and reader hold
fundamental relevance to the popular Naisadha tradition as well:

"The translator(s) of the major popular literary texts of a traditional culture such as India's
do not sit in direct, unmediated contact with their author(s), struggling alone to grasp his
or her intention across the barriers of time, space, and culture. For the very fact of the
popular success of these texts means that from ancient to modern times they have been
subject to a vast multiplicity of readings, commentaries, interpretations, and reworkings
both in the original language of the text and in many others. Such documents thus come
to us with an unusually intricate and deeply embedded intertextuality that the would-be
translator can ignore only at his or her peril." ("Translating Texts Translating Texts", 93 )

Elsewhere, about their broader value:

"[Tlhese works give us a unique avenue through which we can gain insight into the ways
in which a variety of individuals were able to deploy the entire spectrum of the traditional
systems of Sanskritic/§dstraic knowledge in the service of the elucidation of deeply
cherished but contested texts. In short, I believe that these works, when taken seriously --
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of facilitating comprehension, some of their other important contributions are
assessed in this discussion, including:

* The determination of a critical text. Having debated the authenticity and
extent of the Naisadha's variant readings, the commentators have soberly
considered doubts raised by their inherited version of the text. The
Naisadha's semantic richness and multiplicity of readings -- the most
"bewildering mass" of readings in all of kavya literature, according to K.K.
Handiqui -- makes their work in this area particularly noteworthy.

* The reinforcement of cultural models and canons of rules and, in some
cases, the framing of interpretive strategies applied to the text by
succeeding readers. Most commentaries are products of scholars
specially trained in specific djsciplines. By the time of Sriharsa, analysis
of a poem's rhetorical elements and discussion about its total contexts had
become a long-standing practice. Therefore, all of the commentators, to
some extent, display a heightened sensitivity to linguistic "rules" revolving
around the science of traditional grammar (vyakaranasastra), customary

poetic usage (sahityaSastra), and available lexicographical resources

let me stress this again -- afford us an unparalleled opportunity to observe the
workmanlike application, rather than simply the formulation, theorization, and defense of
pre-modern Sanskrit knowledge systems. They also give modern Sanskrit teachers a
valuable resource through which to develop their students' grammatical, lexical, and
stylistic skills without undue reliance on western style reference works. They also enable
students and teachers alike to grasp and appreciate the intellectual habits of the scholarly
mind in pre-modern India from roughly 12th to the 18th centuries." ["How fast do
monkeys fly?" (5)]
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(kosa). While performing their acts of glossa and interpretation to make the
poem clear and enjoyable for readers, the commentators in their role as
professional pedagogues and guardians of traditional institutions also
frequently point out, with varying degrees of bluntness, usages considered
jarring, ineffective, or grammatically unhappy (dosa) according to their
inherited tradition. In some interesting cases, commentators have exceeded
the standard demands of facilitating literal comprehension by organizing
exegesis around their specific expertise; one professional reader, for
example, has focused on Naisadha primarily through the prism of literary
effects (sahityasastra), another on its relationship to philosophical ideas,
while several others have aimed to expand the text's hermeneutic discourse
to include not only the breadth of numerous literary, scientific aﬁd
philosophical points of view but also to invest the poem with spiritual and
mystical undertones. Ultimately, the interpretive frames that these scholars
set up in their commentaries draw attention to the poem itself and have
influential consequences on how the text is received by later readers.

» The provision of a coherent narrative of the poet's life, the composition
of the text, and an accounting of its widespread dissemination. While
the poem's semantic and syntactic properties constitute the single most
important determinant of value, presuppositions held about the history of
its production invest the text with a significance that it might not otherwise

have. Several of the Naisadha commentators give the illusion of providing

6
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a remembered history of Sriharsa's biography. With the absence of any
corroborative sources, the commentators' narratives -- while perhaps based
in some fact intrinsically embedded in the text or part of an oral tradition
available to them -- are ultimately structured around anecdotal, semi-
historical, and pseudo-biographical data crafted to suit a credible legend of
the poet and text. In this way, textual criticism and unresolved curiosities
are artfully inserted into provocative, though unlikely, literary histories.®
Such insertions are made to explain, for example, the Naisadha's
"difficulty," its association with the mystical cintamani mantra, its non-
customary linguistic style and usage, and the shadowy history of its
transmission and recognition among different communities.

* A move toward critical judgment of the poem's aesthetic value and

literary significance. Assessing a text's value historically seems to be

intrinsically tied to interpretation.” While performing low-key exegesis of

# Much ink has flowed in modern times speculating about Sriharsa's home and native language,
essentially because the credible historical records are obscure on the question. While a few of the
traditional Naisadha commentators and other writers firmly locate his origins in various places
(discussed later), others seem not to be particularly interested. Such is not the case among the
modern scholars. Kashmir, Kanauj, Benaras, and the collective region (Gauda) of modem Assam,
Orissa, and Bengal are often argued as the birthplace and home of Sriharsa. See Jani 95-109 for a

full account of these arguments.

° Gregory Currie writes: "Evaluation is, as I shall say, historically sensitive. But interpretation
plays a role in evaluation that makes it historically sensitive too. Evaluation depends on
interpretation, in the sense that many of the features we would appeal to in defending an evaluation

of the work are interpretive features . . . anachronistic interpretation makes for anachronistic
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individual verses, Sanskrit commentaries on literary texts generally do not
indulge in overt and autonomous acts of valuation -- so much a part of the
modern notion of interpretation. However, the need to express judgment or
to remark on something extraordinary sometimes does find a level of
expression either in the opening or closing praise-verses (prasasti) to the
cantos, in the introductory prefaces (avatarana or avataranika), and to a
lesser extent in the body of the text. Taking cues from how commentaries
construct the nature of a text, most of the evaluative criticism of a work and
its historical legacy is left up to an influential store of anonymous verses
that mushroom around a popular text and its commentaries. For at least the
last few hundred years, it appears that no study of the text Naiﬁadha in
India is complete without accounting for these verses, which have become
integral parts of the tradition of the text itself.
Taking fragments from eight to ten Sanskrit commentaries -- three of them
published or partially published and the rest from unpublished manuscripts -- and
selections from relevant semi-historical texts or largely anonymous anecdotal
traditions that touch on various aspects of the poem's receptive history, the
intention here is to investigate an early critical superstructure that seeks to create

or inform the growth of the Naisadha tradition.

evaluation, and anachronistic evaluation is misevaluation” (332). [Currie, Gregory. "Work and

Text." Mind, Vol. 100.399, July, 1991. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991.]
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L. Popularity and Legacy of the Naisadha in South Asia

The richness of the Naisadha tradition reveals itself in the diverse reasons
given for its appeal by generations of scholars.'® From its inception in the late
twelfth century C.E. to the present day, the textual and critical tradition of one of
the most popular Sanskrit literary texts remains unbroken and wholly available to
the scholar of literature and history. The Naisadha marks a major transition point
between the classical literature produced in the Sanskrit language before it and the
Sanskrit literature in the context of the emerging literatures of the regional
languages of pre-modern India that follows it. A comprehensive literary history of
this eight hundred year-old tradition would include all of the exegetical and
creative material tied to the Naisadha: the ;ecorded oral and written historical,
anecdotal, and creative conjecture surrounding it; a close analysis of the
summaries, translations, adaptations, and transcreations in Sanskrit and regional
Indian languages drawn from it; and a studied familiarity with the collective body
of accumulated thought, discussion, polemic, explanation, and criticism on the
poem that has coalesced to form a set of popular notions about what one may call,

for lack of a better word, a "tradition" of the text. Moreover, a full study of the

19 Meher (11) notes, for example: "This literary composition of Sriharsa earns high admirations
from many noted Sanskrit scholars, both Oriental and Occidental. For the felicitous expression,
bold approach, intellectual relevance, emotional charm, scriptural significance, philosophical
probing and above all, scholarly structure of Indian wisdom, this epic is renowned as a monumental

masterpiece in Sanskrit."
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Naisadha tradition might also include a comprehensive presentation of the
contents provided in all available commentaries on Naisadha, in Sanskrit and
otherwise; a detailed discussion of the poem's relationship with the regional

languages'! and literatures of South Asialz; a historical tracing of its ancient and
guag g

! There are a number of linguistic usages in Naisadha that exhibit the way in which 12th century
Sanskrit was linguistically interacting with the emerging regional languages of the time. While it is
often highlighted that Sriharsa "mines" the Sanskrit dictionaries (kosa) to render some 1,000
difficult and obsolete words in his poem (See Appendix 6 in Jani), the numerous contemporary
(samakalika), local (deSiya), and newly minted (ravya) words brought into the Sanskrit idiom by
Sriharsa also deserve prominence in histories of South Asian language. Very often in Naisadha
commentaries, one finds commentators labeling diction directly inserted from the regional
languages as bhasasabda or deSyasabda, sometimes speculating on the particular region as well.
Narayana, for example, in locating the origins of the word laladdimba (in Nc. 22.51) says that in
Gauda langauge, laladdimba is the word for "a toy top," while the word in the languages of
Kanyakubja and Maharastra, the word is bhavara [dimbam laladimbamiti va gaudadeSabhasayam
bhramarakasya safijfia maharastrabhasayam kanyakubjabhdsdayam ca 'bhavara' iti sahifia)

It is perhaps no coincidence that the Naisadha's conscious accounting for the emerging
influence of regional South Asian languages and their peculiar literary predilections corresponds to
its meteoric dissemination throughout the cultural landscape and its wide use by regional artists in
all genres. A.N. Jani provides examples of some of the distinctive twelfth century Sanskrit usages
in Naisadha that show the period's growing proximity (but not necessarily competition, as some
literary historians seem to suggest) between the linguistic worlds of Sanskrit and regional
languages. For instance, in describing the moon's activity of destroying pining lovers in Nc 4.62,
the poet uses the word vyasana in the sense of "general habit," uncommon in Sanskrit before this
time and a primary sense of the word in many modem regional languages. Another interesting
"modem" use (in Nc 3.8) is of the root w/iag in the sense of "following" (commentator Nardyana,
for example, glosses lagati with cacala).

Jani also provides nearly fifty examples of the ways in which the idiomatic register of
various South Asian languages has been impacted by newly minted Sanskrit expressions in

Naisadha. He cites, for example, several usages that "are common today in Gujarati and Marathi

languages" (241):

10
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present placé in the Sanskrit curriculum®, especially in the fields of kavya,

sahityasastra, and darSana; and an expansive overview of its representation in the

katham asyam darayitahe (Nc 5.71; Nc 20.49) = How shall 1 show my face? navinam

asravi tavanandd idam (Nc 9.41) = I heard this quite new from your mouth. asitum

nadatta (Nc 18.53) viksitum nadatta (Nc 18.53) gatum nayati (Nc 20.156).
He concludes: "Thus Sriharsa's language gives, on the one hand, a colloquial tinge to his poetry
while on the other, it enriches the Sanskrit vocabulary -- a contribution which is indeed valuable"
(242).
12 The fluidity of linguistic usage among the various regional languages and Sanskrit during the
twelfth and eighteenth centuries is sometimes suggested by the information found in the Sanskrit
commentaries on Naisadha. In addition to the translingualism of Naisadha, however, the Naisadha
tradition suggests a widespread interpenetration of literary motifs, narrative structures and
strategies, and shared cultural themes between the period's Sanskrit literature and literatures being
produced in the various regional languages. Some of these interactions are directly evident in the
adaptations of Naisadha in Sanskrit and regional languages. Others emerge in the poetry and
poetics that it had a hand in inspiring. [A recent symposium (Jerusalem, Israel 2005) on the role of
Sanskrit literature post-1000 in the different regions of pre-modern India has aimed to investigate
the specificities of this relationship between Sanskrit literary production and the emergence of
regional literatures (See forthcoming essay by Professors Shulman and Bronner).]
13 While the process through which the Naisadha found consensus as a classic and worthy entry
into the traditional curriculum of a Sanskrit education is essentially mysterious, it is clear that even
without the auspices of a centralized academic body it became a standard text in many places.
AN. Jani, for example, cites S. Bhattacarya: "In the early period, right up to the introduction of the
university system [in Bengal], the Naisadhacarita was a compulsory text for Sanskrit learners."
Jaydev Jani explained to me that the full text was part of a pandit's culture in Gujarat up until the
last century, citing that the Gaekwad introduced an annual examination (§ravanamas-
daksinapariksa), where for the dcarya degree in Sanskrit the entire Naisadha was a required text.
Traditionally, as an integral part of an institutional method of certification, a commentary on the
Naisadha earned a scholar the title of mahdmahopadhyaya, equivalent perhaps to a modern
university professorship. Other difficult works that are often formally commented upon for this
purpose include poetician Mamatta's Kavyaprakdasa and logician Udayana's Kusumarijali whose
authors, remarkably, are figures meaningfully attached th the legend of Sriharsa's life (discussed

later). This institutional aspect of the poem's history appears to be an important factor in
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musical, dance, theatrical, and plastic arts of all the diverse regions of ancient and
modern India that it has penetrated. There are at least sixty works based on the
story in Sanskrit alone, including several works that were directly influenced by
the Naisadha, such as Naisadha commentator ersnﬁnanda's thirteenth century
| Sahrdayananda and Vandarubhatta's Uttaranaisadha.™*
Although the Nala-Damayanti theme has a rich narrative pedigree'® and

revered religious sanctity16 from its telling in the Mahabharata"’ and various

explaining why so many commentaries have been written on the poem. The opening comments
found in some commentaries (discussed later) imply as much.

' Krishnamachariar 184-185
13 NP Unni reports that in Malayalam itself the number of works based on this story comes to more

than fifty, embracing almost every branch of literature. See Encyclopedia of India Literature (EIL)
2354.

16 The oft-quoted couplet from the Vanaparva of the Mahabharata establishes the meritorious
nature of Nala's name (punyasloko nalo nama). "Singing the fame of Karkotaka the snake, King
Rtuparna, and of Nala with Damayanti (effects) the destruction of Kali" [karkotakasya nagasya
damayantya nalasya ca / rtuparnasya rajarseh kirtanam kalinasanam // (MhB 2.79.11)]. Or the
frequent. "Auspicious is Nala, auspicious is Yuddhisthira, auspicious is Sit3, auspicious is Krsna."
[punyasloko nalo raja punyasloko yudhisthirah // punyasloko ca vaidehi punyasloko janardanah
//1. The commentators' remarks on this aspect of the tradition are discussed later. Jani writes that
"the reason for its popularity lies possibly in a tradition which has accorded to it a religious sanctity
by declaring that its recitation destroys sin and ill-luck” (48), while Krshnamachariar adds that "the
story is very popular in India and there is not a household where its narration does not serve as a
real solace in many a grievous calamity. Tradition has likewise accorded to it a religious sanctity
and a recapitulation of Nala's tale destroys sin and ill-luck.” This aspect as it relates to Sriharsa's
Nuaisadha is discussed later in light of the way in which commentators introduce the poem to their
readers and interpret Nc. 1.1 and 1.2. There are also allegorical interpretations of Naisadha
available that see every component of the surface story as symbolic of Vedantic philosophy or an

unfolding of a powerful mantra.
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purana-s,'® as well as in the Kathasaritsagara and in Jain versions of
Kumarapalapratibodha," Sriharsa's poem establishes (like many of his
predecessors who re-imagine classical themes) a narrative and aesthetic presence
markedly different from his sources, whereby even the language, style and genre

innovations,” tone, and psychology of the epic poem translate into the subsequent

"1t spans nearly thirty chapters in the vanaparva of the Mahabharata (3.50.1-, in the Poona
critical edition). [It is also referred to in the R@mayana and in pre-epic sources such as the
S‘atapathabrdhmana (i1.2.4.1-2) and the Vajasaneyisamhita.]

18 Versions occur in the Brahmanda, Matsya, Vayu, Padma and Lifiga purand-s.

19 See Jani, pg. 13 fn. 4 for full details.

2 For example, although Sukla (34) believes that it is a poetic motif "grounded in the popular
culture" (lokavyavaharamiilak), it is a well-established practice of early Sanskrit poets (from
Valmiki to Kalidasa to Kumaradasa and Bilhana) to elaborately describe feminine beauty "from
head to toe" (nakhasikhavarnana or padadikeSantavarnana), With the Naisadha, it becomes
elevated (or, as some modern critics would have it, e'xploited in "bad taste") to full-blown genre
status. Thus, Nc 7.109 begins by saying: "[thus] describing [Damayanti] beginning with the top of
her head and upto the nails [on her feet] . . . " (cikurad darabhyainam nakhavadhi varnayan). From
the Naisadha, the motif apparently proliferates into and nourishes many types of emerging poetry
in the regional languages. In 1600, Ke§avamisra in his AlamkadraSekhara categorizes head-to-toe
descriptions under 'simile’ which, according to some, serves as the model for the fifteenth chapter
of Hindi alamkarika Keshvadas' Kavipriya, which delineates at least thirty-nine parts of the female
body that merit the poetic gaze. [See K. Krishnamoorth in EIL 2852-2853 for details]. It is almost
certain that these works on poetics were informed by or influenced the love lyrics of such poets as
Biharilal (See Goswamy 15). The Encyclopedia of Indian literature also reports that early Oriya
kavya-s, like the Usabilasa of Sisusafikaradasa and the Rukminibibha of Kartikadasa as well as the
work of celebrated Bhaiija poets, also came under the influence of the Naisadha, in terms of "the
physical charms of the heroines [being] described in voluptuous idioms and sensuous lines" (EIL

1343).
Mcgregor (35) also suggests that the early seventeenth century Braj poet Puhkar's Ras

Razan incorporates some of Sriharsa's narrative innovations in telling the story of the prince and

princess falling in love through viewing the paintings of itinerant artists. A similar phenomenon
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translations into various South Asian languages.?’ The record of the Naisadha's

popularity is staggering in its variety and unique status among the lengthy epic

occurs, according to Jani, in Marathi poet Narendra's thirteenth century Rukminisvayamvara, which
models the love story between Rukmini and Krsna on Sriharsa's telling (Jani 278). There is also

the famous Hindi poet Canda's thirteenth century Prthvirdja Raso, which speaks of Rija Jaichand
and his daughter being carried off in a svayamvara by Rai Pithira of Ajmer. Canda's poem actually
mentions its indebtedness to Sriharsa's Naisadha (See Jani 278). Some have speculated a firm
connection between the historical events surrounding Prthviraj Chauhan, his rival Jayacandra
(believed by some to be Sriharsa's patron), Jayacandra's daughter Samyukta and his second wife
(bhogapatni) Suhavadevi. This topic is further discussed later in the thesis in light of information
given by Sanskrit sources.

2 Two fascinating translations of the Naisadha, or rather transcreations, come from Andhra
Pradesh (Srinatha's S'rﬁgéra-Nai;adha) and Tamil Nadu (Ativirarama Pandiya's sixteenth century
Naitatam). The poet Ativirarama Pandiya, a royal scholar of the late sixteenth and early
seventeenth century in southemn Tamil Nadu composéd the well-known Naitatam, drawing from
$riharsa's Naisadha. The various choices the Tamil poet makes in light of the Naisadha prove
interesting for literary historians. For example, whereas the Naisadha devotes a full chapter to the
popular motif of the heroine (Damayanti) castigating the moon and Kamadeva (Nc 4.75-100), the
Naitatam divides the subject into three whole cantos: one chapter assigned to the rising of the
moon, another to accusations hurled against the moon (candropalambana), and yet another
censuring Kamadeva (manmathopalambana). On the other hand, where the Naisadha devotes four
full cantos to describing the national and international gathering of kings at Damayanti's
svayamvara, the Naitatam is content with a single chapter on the subject. Again, the marriage of
Nala and Damayanti occupies two long cantos in Naisadha while only a short single chapter of
Naitatam. What is interesting here from a literary historical point of view is the popularization and
inter-regional development of Naisadha themes into full-scale poetic genres; in addition, the
particular choices that each tradition makes in terms of elaboration speak to their specific aesthetic
tastes. The Tamil poem also receives the acclaim of being a "testing stone for learned people"
(naitatam pulavark kautatam) corresponding to the epithet naisadham vidvadausadham attached to
the Sanskrit poem. (I am indebted to Dr. C.S. Sundarami for these details. See his Contributions of
Tamil Nadu to Sanskrit Literature [Institute of Asian Studies: Chemmancheryy, Chennai, 1999] for

more details.)
With respect to Srinatha's Telugu Srigara-Naisadhamu, which may have been an
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poems (mahakavya) of pre-modern India. One would not fully understand the
phenomenon of its eminence in this regard, however, from its representation in the

literary histories of Sanskrit literature available in English.?? There are least fifty

outgrowth of his own now-lost Sanskrit commentary on Sriharsa's poem, V. Nérayané Rao writes
that since the eleventh century, the Naisadha is the only Sanskrit kavya taken as a subject for
translation into Telugu (422). B.V. Srinivasacharyulu writes that the S‘rﬁgc‘zra-Naisadham may be
considered a forerunner of the full-length poem genre (prabandha) in Telugu (See EIL 3307-3308).
In treating the Naisadha, Srindtha puts forth an interesting theory of translation. Respecting the
original, while aiming to exhibit his own imagination, Srinatha claims to eliminate the original
text's improprieties; he refuses, for example, to include the pativrata goddesses as voyeurs of
Nala's beauty (Nc.28-31) but is content to replicate Sriharsa's portayal of the apsara Rambha
(Nc.26), who by habit is sexually unrestricted (ves§ya). He also seeks to eliminate repetitions, while
summarizing excessive description (sometimes fitting the content of six Sanskrit verses into a
single Telugu verse) or extending a complex idea in one of Sriharsa's verses to two or more Telugu
verses. By the same token, he is sure to repeat the author's poetic and linguistic usages, often
modifying the original without simplifying it. He makes sure that he keeps intact verses he
considers learned and beautiful but removes ones that are merely learned. (I am indebted to Dr.
Jagdish Sharma of the Kalidas Akademi, Ujjain, for his reading and explaining relevant sections of
the text). The Naisadha seems to have had a very long and important place in Andhra Pradesh.
Other known pre-modern translations of Naisadha include Guman Mishra's early
eighteenth century Hindi translation of the poem known as Kavyakalanidhi. A.S. Mishra reports
that Har Dayal had begun a translation into Brajbhasa and offers a few examples (See Mishra, pg.
24). Jani mentions that Gujarati poet Bhalana's Nalopakhyana draws upon and actually reproduces
much of the Naisadha into Gujarati. See Jani 278-9 and Appendix 1 for a partial list of known
translations of the poem. See also Aufrecht 232-233.
2 The poem seems not to have appealed to the aesthetic sensibility of several twentieth century
Indologists who commented on the poem in their literary histories. With respect to the Naisadha's
style, descriptive taste, diction, grammatical usage, narrative propriety, and overall choice of
theme, the pre-modem and moderm critical record of the Naisadhiyacaritam reflects in its own way
the extent to which this important text has polarized critical communities. Some of these views

(especially those of S.K. De, S.N. Dasgupta, and M. Winternitz) with respect to specific aspects of
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known Sanskrit commentaries and, as the most recent entry into the orthodox
canon of mahakavya that still informs the Sanskrit learning of the traditional
school system (pathasala), it overshadowed some three hundred and fifty other
mahakavya-s.> It also receives over one hundred and thirty citations in at least
eleven anthologies of Sanskrit literature.”* The Naisadha also stands as the last
and most scholastically fecund member of the select "Five Great Poems"
(paficamahakavya) designation of a traditional Sanskrit syllabus.”> Unlike most
other Sanskrit texts, it achieved virtually bvernight celebrity, hailed as an "instant
classic" in almost every part of the country, leading one of its important
commentators to conclude:

Many are there at present, many poets were born in the past, and many
more shall be born in times to come. But let the non-jealous poets honestly

the poem are taken up later when discussing the commentators' assessment of the Naisadha's
usages and overall place in Sanskrit tradition.

% See Jani 164.
% Some of the anthologies, beginning as early as the turn of the thirteenth century, include: the

Saduktikarnamrta of Sridharadasa (c. 1206), the Saktimuktavali of Bhagadatta Jalhana (c. 1257),
the Subhasitaratnakara and the Subhasitaratnabhandagara, the Subhasitavali of Vallabhadeva (c.
15th century), the Rasikajivana of Gadadharabhatta (c. 1670), the Subhasitapadyaveni of Venidatta
(c. 17th century). See Appendix 13 of Jani for a complete list.

% In another formulation of the canon, the Naisadhiyacarita is the last member of the " Heavy
Three" (brhat-trayi) or "The Three Touchstones" (pasanatrayi), which includes Bharavi's
Kiratarjuniya and Magha's Sisupalavadha. The "Heavy Three," so named because of the length,
difficulty, and complexity of composition involved with the poems is balanced with the so-called
"Light Three" (laghutrayi) of Kalidasa, which includes the two mahakavya-s Raghuvamsa and
Kumarasambhava, in addition to the revered short poem (khandakavya) Meghadiita.
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admit the fact that who else other than Sriharsa can dare to ascend the
literary throne of all quarters of the country?26

Almost immediately after its composition, the Naisadha in fact reached an
unparalleled pitch of popularity, as Gagabhatta notes, in "all quarters of the
country," with commentaries on it coming from Kashmir, Himachal Pradesh,
Varanasi and other parts of Ugtar Pradesh, Bengal, Gpjarat, Maharastra, and
southern India from an early period.”” Its ﬁumerous commentaries and regional
adaptations, the colorful stories constructed around the poet's identity and the text's

transmission,”® its dramatic appeal for Indian theater and painting, the poetic

% jayante Kati jajfiire Kati janisyante katiha ksitau srastaro nitaram idam tu kavibhir nirmatsaraih
kathyatam / apiirvapara-daksinottara-harit-sahitya-simhasana-svair arohapardkramam bhajatu kah
Sriharsasfireh parah// -- ViSve§vara (a.k.a Gagabhatta)

%7 At least with the case of poetry, the twelfth and thirteenth centuries in South Asia seem to have
been a time of porous geographical borders, where traveling singers and promoters of poetry seem
to have had easy access to share and receive cultural production from different regions. According
to Dr. Jani, the immediate popularity of the Naisadha.is borne out by the available record: in
Gujarat, for example, §ﬁharsa's contemporary Mahendrasuri (a pupil of the famous Hemacandra)
quotes verses from the Naisadha in his commentary on Anekarthasamgraha. There is also a story
that Harihara, a descendant of Sriharsa, brought a manuscript of the poem to Gujarat in the first half
of the 13th century that was copied in a single night by a minister named Vastupala who, according
to Jani, was "mad after the poem" (274). Also, the first two available commentaries on the poem
were composed in Gujarat within a century. In Bengal, it seems to have been popular ever since
Jayadeva (Gitagovinda) utilized it [See Footnote Sb on Pg. 275 of Jani for examples of influence
between the two poets]. One may also add to this list a virtually contemporaneous poem from
Tamil Nadu called Nalavempa which, as Sundaram shows, plays with similar themes and images
used by §riharsa (See Sundaram 134). Further details provided by commentators about the text's
transmission are discussed later.

% Some of these anecdotes composed by Sanskrit commentators and biographers are dealt with in
the thesis in the context of the text's history of production and transmission. Discussing the oral

legends surrounding $rinatha, the celebrated Telu gu poet who composed a creative translation of
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themes and styles associated with lyrics and romance that finds a full voice in
regional language poetry between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries, and its
interpretive potential (in discrete stanza or in toto) for an urbanely secular®,
allegorically religious, philosophically sectarian, and potently mystical reading™®

immediately touched scholars®, theater men,” folk singers,” painters,* pan-

the Naisadha, V. Narayana Rao writes: "Although rejected by recent literary historians as
historically unreliable, these legends, honored by tradition, have a value similar to literary criticism,
and they are worth considering as serious representations of the collective wisdom of the literary
community" (424).

% The reception of Srinatha's Sriigara-Naisadha in contemporary Telugu literary circles casts a
provocative light on what effect Sriharsa's Naisadha may have had on some of his contemporary
audience and certainly has had on influential modern literary critics like S.K. De and S.N.
Dasgupta. V. Narayana Rao writes about the author of Sriigara-Naisadham: "$rindthudu kept
advertising himself as the maker of Naisadhamu in Telugu, but to no avail. The work was
apparently too secular to be of interest to his patrons" (402). Notice in the Sanskrit sources of its
early fame and sustained praise in courts, schools, and poetry gatherings suggests that the Naisadha
was appreciated and not derided for the "distinct lack of taste” that a few modern eyes have seen in
it.

% Pt. Anjaneya Sarma and modern Telugu poet Sheshendra Sharma related personal knowledge of
legendary teachers in the twentieth century who taught Naisadha as a Vedantic allegory informed
by the Cintamani mantra.

31 Bven until the middle of the twentieth century, the Naisadha seems to have held a preeminent
place in the scholarly Sanskrit culture of Varanasi. Dr. Trinath Sharma, for example, related stories
of his teacher (the legendary Mahadev Sastri) recommending only the study of Naisadha during
their summer vacations and of interspersing verses from Naisadha during their intensive study of
Sastra and darSana. Several scholars in Viaranasi also informed me of a recent tradition of all-night
scholarly gatherings (gosthi-s) in Benaras where Sanskrit pandits played the popular Sanskrit word
game antyaksari -- employing only Naisadha verses.

32 The famous Kathakali text (attakkath@) of Unnayi Variyar known as Nalacaritam is according to
N.P. Unni "one of the best, if not the best, of original literary productions in Malayalam . . . the
only one of its kind in the whole range of kathakali literature and unsurpassed.” (See EIL 2855).
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Indian teacher-mystics,” poets and audiences throughout the pre-modern Indian

subcontinent and continues to have scattered impact even today.>

The four-day dramatic performance follows $riharsa's Naisadha closely during the first day, after
which certain changes are made according to taste. Kathakali director Kavalam Pannikar explains
that the graceful verses that contain the dialogue between the hamsa and Damayanti (Nc 3.1-3.15)
are treated with special innovation and enacted with gusto.

* Dr. T.N. Satheesan, a professor of Malayalam at Aligarh University, informs me that during the
early twentieth century, a few musical plays in Malayalam came to be written on the Naisadha
theme, which gave ample opportunity to explore all of the sentiments (rasa). Sangeeta
Naishadham of T.C.Achutamenon was the most popular among them, fusing folk themes with the
familiar elements from the Kathakali text of Nalacaritam. As of 1931, according to Dr. Satheesan,
it had 18 editions with 33,000 known copies, a distinction that no other Malayalam drama shares.
34 B.N. Goswamy, in writing about the famous set of Pahari paintings based on the Naisadha of
ériharsa, explains that these paintings "have to be related to the [Naisadha] . . . because they have
to be seen in its terms. Without an understanding of the ethos, the flavour, of the Naisadhacarita,
the understanding of these paintings, at least their enjoyment, can remain only imperfect" (12).
About the paintings themselves, Goswamy writes: "The present set of paintings . . . present a
largely secular setting . . . Nala and Damayanti in these paintings emerge as archetypal lovers in a
story full of romance and intrigue, mystery and magic. In the hands of these anonymous artists of
two centuries ago, the personages and events of the Nala-Damayanti story take on a new
significance" (vii). He explains some of the approaches the artists take with the Naisadha's
contents. For example, with respect to condensing the lush poetry into manageable frames,
Goswamy writes: "This happens especially in paintings in which a long conversation occurs, like
that between Nala and Damayanti when Nala comes as messenger of the gods. The poet, in the
original text, lingers lovingly and long over this, but the artist condenses the sequence into four
paintings and the pandit has to confine himself to describing the gist of the conversation on the fly-
leaves of these four paintings" (11). The pandit that Goswamy refers to above is the commentator
of the "Lamp to illumine the meanings of the paintings" (citrarthadipika), an anonymous Sanskrit
commentary appended to the paintings, whereby the relationship between each individual painting
and Sriharsa's verses is elucidated for the viewer. See Goswamy 13.

35 8d. Gollaudi Venkata Rama Sastry, a retired judge from the high court of Andhra Pradesh, writes
of his guru's (Brahma Sri Tadepalli Raghava Nararyana Sastrygaru) teaching of the Naisadha as an
allegory of Vedanta philosophy and §rividy§ worship and another of Sastrygaru's students, Dr.
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The manuscript records reveal that sections of the Naisadha were copied
down as discrete works, such as the famous $lesa verses from the thirteenth canto
known as the "Five Nalas" (paficanaliya). In addition, there are several poetic
summaries of the poem's contents (twenty-two cantos and more than twenty
thousand verses), the most well known digést being 19th century Jaipuri pandit
Krsnarama's "Digest of the Naisadhiyacarita" (Naisadhiyacaritasara).” With an
aim to simplify and guide similar to that of the anonymous commentator who
provided comment for the Pahari paintings of the Nai.sadha, Krsnarama skillfully
summarizes selected aspects of the Naisadha's content canto by canto in twenty-
two verses in Sardalavikridita meter. His Sanskrit digest respects Stiharsa's
narrative design while also aiming to reproduce the quality of the language and
literary craft of the original. In some measure, this digest -- on account of its
extensive representation in the manuscripts and its wide printing in Pt. Sivadatta's

standard edition -- has become a part of the modemn study of Naisadha itself. The

Jayaseetaram Sastry, has authored a book entitled The Elements of Darsanas of Shriharsha's
Naisadha in Sanskrit and Telugu, which provides in its preface an analysis of the first verse of the
Nuaisadha along these lines. There is another modem work by Telugu poet Seshendra Sharma
which, within this same tradition of allegorically reading Naisadha, explains the contents of

Naisadha as an unfolding of the cintGmani mantra. These traditions are discussed later in the

thesis.

3 In Kerala, for example, in addition to the annual presentation of the Nalacaritam (see Note 31),
Kavalam Pannikar has recently produced a modern Kathakali play called Kaliveshanam
("Possession of Kali"), which deals with the figure of Kali along the lines that ériharsa has
envisioned him in the seventeenth canto of the Naisadha.

37 Printed in Pt. Sivadatta's introduction to the Nirayasagar edition of the Naisadha.
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following is a translation of the twenty-two verses, along with the opening

marngalacarana verse.
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I1. Summary of the Naisadha's Content and Style: A Translation of
the Naisadhiyacaritasara

Opening hymn (marngalacarana):

I pay homage to Sriharsa, who occupies a supreme prominence among the poets,
the appearance of whose downpour of flawless aesthetic expression rivals worldly
joy and tames the proud reader.®®
Canto 1:

There was a king Nala, lustrous like fire. Mutually attracted to each other's
qualities, Damayanti, princess of Vidarbha loved him and Nala also desired her.
In order to ease his mind, the longing lover roamed around the well-laid pleasure
garden. There he caught a golden swan, which became very sad and hopeless.

The kindly disposed Nala set him free.”

3 kavisu dadhatam utkarsam visphurad anavadyahrdyavagvarsam /
iha khalu khalapradharsam $riharsam naumi harsasamgharsam //

There is reference here to one of the four end verses attached to the critical text of Naisadha, where
Sriharsa tells proud readers to stay clear of his text (ma'smin khala khelatu). Most textual scholars
feel that since these same four verses are appended to Sriharsa's philosophical treatise
Khandanakhandakhadya, they are interpolations of a later writer. It should be noted, however, that
the earliest commentators acknowledge their presence.

% bhiipah ko'pi nalo 'naladyutir abhiit tatranurdgam dadhau

vaidarbhi damayantikd gunarucih so'py asa tasyam sprhi/

jatu svantavinodanaya virahi lilatavim paryatan

haimam hamsam asau nigrhya tarasa diinam dayalur jahau// 1

The first canto of Naisadha also provides a detailed description of Nala's greatness, might and

beauty; an account of how the women of the three worlds pined for Nala's affections; an extended
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Canto 2:

'King, I will make Damayanti be attracted to you in such a way that she will even
scoff at the romantic proposals of Indra and the other gods,' expressed the grateful
swan. 'Dear bird, if it is like this, then please éccomplish what you think is best,'
he was happily addressed by the king. Quickly the bird flew to Kundinaptira and
saw the daughter of Bhima walking in the palace garden.*

Canto 3:

O daughter of Bhima, why are you running after me? I am a bird, a flattering
conversationalist, and an emissary of Nala. If you have any fascination with me,
then choose Nala. Having told her this, that bird became silent. The bird was
instructed by the daughter of Bhima as follows: "Tell him (of my love) in such a
way that he will want to marry me." Speedily, the bird returned and informed Nala

of his successful mission.*!

description of Nala's horse, which takes him to the garden; a naturalistic account of the trees in the
garden with their poetic connotations of furthering a lover's psychological anguish; and finally the
famous lament of the golden hamsa bird (hasmsavilapa) on being captured.

O3 jams tam damayantikam tvayi tath3 karta 'smi raktam yatha
Sakradin api hasyatiti nrpatim hamsah krtajfio 'bhyadhat /

evam cet khaga sadhayepsitam iti proktah sa rajfia muda

drag uddiya dadar$a kundinagato bhaimim atan niskute// 2

The second canto, in addition to what Krsnarama alludes to here, also gives long descriptions of
Damayanti's beauty, Nala's expressions of love for her, and a majestic picture of the city of

Kundinapiira.

I Mam uddiSya kim esi bhaimi catuvin nalo 'smi viste ruci§
cen mayy asti nalam vrnisva bata tam uktva vyaramsid vayah /
tasmai bruihi tatha yatha sa nrpatir mam udvahed ity upa-
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Canto 4:

She became very weak from the emotional distress of love-longing. She censured
the moon-rays, on account of whose feverish heat she dried up like a flower and
lost consciousness. Hearing their worried talk, King Bhima summoned her
girlfriends. And having seen her (Damayanti), he came to know of the disease.
'Ah, I will convene a gathering of suitors for her hand in marriage, he declared.*?
Canto 5:

Having come to know from Narada about the husband-choosing ceremony of
Bhima's daughter, Indra and all the other deity-lords of the directions became
desirous of her. Indra (and the others) came to earth as his wife Saci intently
looked on with grief. That duplicitous deity employed Nala as their messenger,
saying, "King, accept a role as ambassador and go to the daughter of Bhima; you
will not be recognized by the security guards (in her inner chambers). In a swift

manner, make her favorable to us.®

disto bhimajaya khago drutagatih siddhim nalayalapat // 3

In the third canto, ériharsa enumerates Nala's moral virtues, presents Damayanti's first resolution
and confession of love for Nala, and the hamsa's confirmation of Nala's love for her.

“2 ksamangi virahadhina vidadhati nindam sudhamsor jvara-

jvalabhir drutamurmurikrtasuma kalpatha sa'mimuhat /

bhimas tat paricarikakalakala hiitas tatha viksya tam

jiiato vyadhirayi svayam varam aham kartasmy avadid iti// 4

In canto four, there is long rebuke of Kamadeva and some playful verses between Damayanti and
her friends where a half-verse spoken by a friend is completed by Damayanti.

 jfiatva naradatah svayamvaravidhim bhaimyah sprhalur harih
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Canto 6:

Although he was the one form visible to all»the world -- he was, after all, the king -
- quite jarringly, he now became invisible. Having crossed seven different
chambers, he reached the palace of Bhima's daughter. There, he came to observe
from a distance that Damayanti was rejecting a proposal delivered by a female
messenger that the gods (had sent ahead of Nala). He was somewhat consoled but

utterly depressed for having accepted the messenger's job.*

sardham dikpatibhih paphana prthivim $acya §uca viksitah /

asmad dautyam upetya yahi nrpa bho bhaimim adrsto bhatais

tam asmasv anukiilayasv iti nalam so'yufikta dautye chali// 5

The fifth canto seems to provide a note of veiled bitterness on the part of the Sriharsa toward the
political condition of his day, as the opening dialogue between Nala and Rsi Narada bemoans the
indifference of the warriors of Bharata and their obsession with sensual pleasure. There is also an
account of the traditional Indian guest-host relationship, as Indra hosts Narada and Parvata. The
dramatic conflict in the story arises here as Indra expresses his desire for mortal Damayanti and is
roundly ridiculed by his wife and the nymphs of heaven. Nala is then summoned as messenger,
blindly pledges his services, politely refuses and then guiltily accepts the awkward task of
persuading his beloved to marry another. Indra, meanwhile, already dispatches another female
envoy to beseech Damayanti.

* bhiijanir bhuvanaikadréyatanur apy uccair adréyas tada

kaksah sapta vagahya bhimaduhituh prasadam asddayan /

tam tatra prasamiksya khandanaparam girvinadutigiram

diirad ucchvasiti sma cetasi bhrSam diino'pi dautyena sah // 6

In canto six, there is an introduction of a miraculous element, as Nala is granted the power of
invisibility (tiraskarini-Sakti) to enter the women's inner chambers, where he literally bumps into
some of the other women as they move about and play. An undetected Nala becomes relieved
upon hearing Damayanti reject the female messenger's proposal with a stirring pledge to forsake
even the gods to marry a human husband from Bharata, the most blessed of all lands: "I want my
duties (dharma) to mingle with waves of happiness as I serve a husband in that place Bharata

which the best of the noble people (aryadhuryd) praise as the best of lands, just as the householder
stage of life is best among all stages of life." (Nc 6.97)
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Canto 7:

Restless, his mind swam in an ocean of wonderment. In adoration, Nala (in his
own mind) reveals her in description from head to toe. But she, among her stunned
friends, is startled to see someone looking like the one she desires so much. She
herself inquires, 'Who are you? How did you get in here?*

Canto 8:

Beautiful lady, know me as a messenger of the inhabitants of heaven. You are
blessed because Indra, along with the rest of the lords of the directions, speaks
himself -- through the torrent of my words -- these words: "Choose one among us.
Be pleased, delightful girl. Don't get stuck on any human being." Nala tried many

things to persuade her.*

“ arantam tarad antaro 'dbhutarasakiiparaptirantare

pratyarabhya mukhan nakhavadhi nalastam pradur asa stuvan /

sa tu vyaktam amum samiksya cakita tad ripalubdha sakhisv

dScaryastimitasu ko 'si kim iha prapto 'sy aprcchat svayam // 7

Canto seven almost solely focuses on Nala's head-to-toe description of Damayanti
(nakhaSikhavarnana).

46 dyiitam viddhi varafigi mam divisadam dhanyasi yat tvam aho

so 'py asa patibhih saha svayam idam brlite vrsa madgira /

asmisv anyatamam vrnisva kam api tvam nandane nanda bho

ma kutrapi nare skhaleti bahudha bhaimim nalo 'lobhayat // 8

Leading up to the culminating events of the next canto, canto eight relates a charming exchange

filled with cautious flirtatiousness, as the two introduce themselves to each other in hidden

language. Nala sets out his mission to her by detailing the gods' absurd lovesickness for her.
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Canto 9:

Addressed with the words, "My heart is fixed on Nala, not on the gods. Who are
you? You have the splendor of fire (or Nala)," he (Nala) responds, "Leaving the
gods, you seek Nala? Are you such a simpleton?" Thereafter, seeing her with
tears in her eyes, he suddenly exclaims, "Please, don't cry! It is I, Nala, my dear."
By chance, that swan also descended there from the sky.47
Canto 10:

In the festive celebration that was the husband-choosing ceremony were the
leaders of the four directions -- Indra and the others. Pleased with Nala, they each
came in Nala's form. In the presence of this gathering of kings, the task of
describing them fell to the goddess of Speech. The Indra of the earth, Bhima, in

the center of the royal assembly, called forth his daughter.”®

7 cittam me 'sti nale na lekhapatisu tvam ko 'nalasris tayety

uktah projjhaya surdn nalam $rayasi kim mugdhasy avocat sa tam /

pa$cad asrumukhim udiksya sahasa so 'ham nalas tatpriye

ma rodir iti tatra vadini sa vir daivad divo 'vatarat // 9

Canto nine is the emotional center of the poem. [I have found it twice printed separately with two
different translations into Oriya. See Vrajakishor Nayaka's recent translation and commentary into
Oriya with Sanskrit introduction and commentary (1997)]. Here Damayanti refuses the
messenger's words and insists on her exclusive love for Nala. Nala relentlessly argues the case for
choosing the gods to which Damayanti threatens suicide in the belief that she's lost Nala forever.
Nala suddenly reveals himself and then recoils for having done so. The hamsa arrives to console
an apprehensive Nala who then returns to report to the gods. Damayanti is overwhelmed with joy

and confusion but advises Nala to be present the next day at the svayamvara.

“® djagmur mahati svayamvaramahe nandan nale nayakas
catvaro haritam hariprabhrtayah krtva nalasyakrtim. /
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Canto 11:

"These are gods. Here, to this side, there are shining Vidyadharas. And the
masters of different islands are on this side. They are all befitting. You can
choose anyone. Or wherever else your desire will be fulfilled.' Even though all
kinds of speeches were made to entice her, only Nala shimmered in her heart.*
Canto 12:

Look there on that side, another set have arrived for your sake. And this other
group has come from the far end of the oceans. Theirs are very powerful,
powerful kingdoms. O lotus-eyed one, they ére all lords of the earth. Accept one
of them. Sarasvati instructed her like this. But she looked towards those smiling

five Nalas on the dais and, having seen them, she returned their smile.”

vagdevyam nrpavindavarnanavidhau baddhodyamayam puro
madhye rajakam ajuhdva tanayam bhimo mahivasavah // 10
Canto ten contains a beautiful description of Sarasvati's limbs imagined as the various §astra-s.

 ete santi sura itah punar ime disyanti vidyadharah

kimca sphararucah prthak prthag ito dvipadhipa asate /

sarve yogyatama vrnisva kamapi syad yatra va tvadrucir

vaca bhiiri vilobhitipi vijahau s3 cittacafican nala // 11

Canto eleven catalogues the peripheral island kings and the first set of kings from Jambfidvipa
(Avanti, Mathura, and Kasi) who have come to win Damayanti's hand in marriage. Here begins the
most detailed exposition of pre-modern Indian geography (desfavrita) in kavya literature, a tradition
started by Kalidasa in the Raghuvamsa. Sriharsa lovingly dwells on the merits of every region of
India from where the kings have come to marry the princess. Srinivas Rath finds the paean to

Benaras (Ve 11.113-128) to be the first among many in later kavya literature.

%0 par§ve pasya pare tvadartham apare driga samudrad ime
praptah prajyaparakramakramayujah padmaksi prthvibhujah /
esu svikuru kamcid ekam iti vAgdevyopadista puro

yanti viksya visismiye smitavatah sa pafica mafice nalan // 12
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Canto 13:
'Greet these five Nalas, slgnder girl. After thoroughly examining them, choose
some son of Virasena as your lord. Why do you waver? Don't render our being
here futile." Addressed with words whése double meanings indirectly clarified
who was a human king and who was divine, the daughter of Bhima was thrown

into a wilderness of uncertainty.”*

Canto 14:

Her eyes dulled (with confusion), she propitiated the gods with prayers so that (the
real) Nala might become visible. Having understood who was who, she put the
garland around (the real) Nala. All the divine masters of the directions went up to
the sky with Sarasvati. Exuberantly, they showered boons from on high and

garlanded both with a flower-necklace.’

The catelogue of kings continues in canto twelve, with descriptions of kings from Ayodhy3, the
Pandya kingdom, Kalifiga, Kafici, Nepal, Malaya, Mithil3, Kamartpa, Utkala, and Magadha.

3 paficasvafica nalesu tanvi kamapi $rivirasenodayam

devam mafiksu pariksya kim bhramayasi vyartham tvam asman iti /

vaci Slesavacahprapaficaphalitamartye§amartyeSaya

prokta paficanalim vibhavya samabhiit samdehabhilir bhimabhth // 13

Canto thirteen contains the celebrated (and often independently excerpted) "description of five
Nalas" (paficanaliya), an extended two-meaning (§lesa) portrayal of the gods if read one way and
of Nala if read in another way. [Yigal Bronner has written a detailed explanation of the artistry of
the paficanaliya, I am told, but it has remained unavailable to me at present]. This section marks

the dramatic high point of the story with the conflict out in the open.

52 stotrapritadigisadar$itanala mandaksamanda sati
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Canto 15:

Her mothers then made that spectacular daughter of Bhima ready for the
celebration, purifying her with lavish béths and ornamenting her in vermillion.
Powerful Nala, radiant with jewels, was an extraordinary picture of prosperity.

The women drank him in through their eyes. Desirous of marriage, he went forth

upon being formally invited by the king of Kur,lc_linapl'lra.53

Canto 16:
Bhima, an ocean of goodness, joyfully sealed the marriage of his daughter with the
respected king of Nisadha. He then fed the people excellent food and lots of
sweets. Having spent some nights with the daughter of Bhima, a contented Nala

set out to return with her to the land of Nisadha.5 4

matva tdniyam utsasarja karatah kanthe nalasya srajam /

dikpalesu gatesu kham saha gira dattva varanambarat

samoda nipapéta miirdhani tayoh kalpaprastinavalih // 14

Canto fourteen resolves Damayanti's dilemma in the happiest of ways, with the gods offering their
blessings for the union of Nala and Damayanti, whereupon she garlands him as her husband. They
and the other rejected kings depart amicably.

53 raktalamkrtibhié camatkrtimati snanapramrstakrtir
bhaimi matrbhir utsavaprakrtibhih samskrtya sajjikrta /
bhiisodbhasibalo nalo 'tha vibhavais citro 'pi pito drsa
svibhis tatra jagAma kundinanrpahtito vivahotsukah // 15

The next few cantos relate the significance of an elaborate marriage ritual in ancient and modern

India. Canto fifteen lovingly describes the pre-wedding preparations of the bride and groom.

54 bhimah Srinisadhe$varena duhituh sampadya panigraham
janyan bhaktam abhojayad bahusitam saujanyasindhur muda /
ittham tam pariniya bhimabhavena ratrir usitva kati

pritatma vilasams taya sa nisadhoddesat pratasthe nalah // 16
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Canto 17:

Desirous (himself) of capturing the hand of Damayanti by force, Kali became wild
and thrashed about. Although they were on their way back, the gods told him,
"Don't go there. She has already chosen Nala." Then, that treacherous sinner took
an oath that (if he cannot have her), "I will separate the daughter of Bhima from
Nala." Unfortunately a fearful Kali, wandering here and there, somehow reached a

Vibhitaka tree in Nala's palace garden.”

Canto 16 gives a picture of the actual marriage ritual, followed by the exchange of presents and the
festive reception. The details of food (veg and non-veg), witty back-and-forth between the guests
and servants, and dirty jokes contain all the elements of a middle-English fabliau tale.

55 lipsur bhimasutam balena kalitah kiirdan karalah kalir

ma gis tatra vrtas taya nala iti prokto 'pi devaih pathi /

bhaimim tarhi viyojayami nalatah papi pratijiidya ha

bhramyann &pa kathamcid asya nilayarame vibhitam vibhih // 17

The seventeenth canto constitutes the ideological center of the poem, an unhurried interlude in the
romance narrative for the poet to display his commitment to his social and cultural surroundings. It
is also itself a ingenious summary of the "tricky" doctrinal issues inherent in the religious
philosophy and praxis of the Vaidikas, Jainas, Bauddhas, Carvakas, and Siddhas. The mention of
the Vibhitaka tree (above) draws attention to the wood used to make traditional gambling dice in
ancient India, an ominous reminder of the tragic consequences left out of Sriharsa's narrative of the
Nala-Damayanti story. The structure of this canto is a dialogue between the gods and Kali,
whereby each utterance of the gods is subverted by Kali to yield an inauspicious meaning. Even in
this non-romantic interlude, some scholars see a §riigara-rasa angle; Meher (308), for example:

"The repudiation of the Carvaka view of life, therefore, fairly contributes to the elaboration of the

theme of eternal love in the poem."
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Canto 18:

Meanwhile, the Indra of the earth Nala began life with the Indrani of the earth
(Damayanti) on the golden, gem-studded floors of the palace. In the nights -- a
master of all the arts of seduction, he gradually shed her inhibitions. And he
enjoyed sweet pleasure with her who was a vessel (as it were) to cross over to the
farther shore of that (endless) ocean that is sensual pleasure.56
Canto 19:

Those who are appointed to wake up the king in the morning enthusiastically
awakened him with the striking of drums and songs of victory, the nectarine flood
of whose sentiment pervaded the palace gardens. Upon awaking, the lord of

Nisadha first bathed in the divine river Gafiga. Then he sat on his chariot.

Everyone could see him returning, but none could tell when he left.”’

% jttham tam atha medinitalasacim Asadya saudhe maha-
ratnasphtirjitakafnicanaksitibhrti ksmacakraSakro nalah /
naktam yatnava$ikrtam kramagalal lajjam kaldkovidah
kamdarpodadhiparalambhanatarim uccair mudariramat // 18

A target of censorship by Victorian-minded critics of the early to mid-twentieth century, canto
eighteen serves as the locus for Sriharsa to recount the early conjugal life of the couple by detailing

the highly developed "science" of erotics (kamasastra).

%7 pratar bodhavidhitsavo rasasudhavarsah saharsa jagur

gatha bodhakardh kardhatakalatodya grhodyanagah /

buddhva prafnisadhes$varah surasaritsnato rathasthah sama-
gacchams tair avalokito natu punas tannirgamaly saudhatah // 19
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Canto 20:

Upon (Nala) arriving with a golden lotus, the queen comes forward and accepts it.
He then goes and finishes his morning duties of worship, which incites a slightly
jealous anger in her. (Afterwards,) bringing the shy girl to his lap, he dismissed

the maidservants and made contact with the knot of her skirt-cloth. (At the
conclusion of their love-making), she swiftly rose and proceeded outside, a

laziness detectable in her walk and swaying hips.>®

Canto 21:
Leaving the palace, he was smiling. He accepted salutations. Having bathed, he
worshipped Shiva and composed hymns to Visnu. After eating, he walked a
hundred deliberate steps. He attended to his beloved on the bed and described

evening to her. I offer salutations to that king Nala.”

% prapte rajfii purogata vitarati svamambujanmany uri-
kurvana niyamam samapayati s3 manam managasrita /
afike kurvati lajjita sahacarir utsarya nivisprsi

drag utthdya cacala calasagatir Jolannitamba bahih //- 20

Cantos nineteen and twenty continue to describe the growing familiarity between the married
couple.

% saudhan nihsarate smitam vikirate ra jfiiam namo grhnate
snatva tryambakam arcate muraripoh stotrany aho grathnate /
bhuktva paryatate $§anaih $atapadam mafice priyam aficate
sdyamn varnayate namamsi kalaye tasmai nalaksmabhrte // 21

Canto twenty-one demonstrates the developing equilibrium between Nala's duties as husband and

king. It contains a glowing stuti to Vispu incarnations (avatdra-s) and to other deities.
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Canto 22:
Completing the evening twilight rituals, all sins were expunged. With the rising of
the moon, praise was sung for the lover's union with the beloved. Listening to her
words which like nectarine moonlight fell, Nala -- whose learning was grounded in
a poet's sensibilities -- experienced for the first time the joys of a new love and

attained a wonderful ecstasy.”

60 sayam sandhyavidhim vidhaya vigalad dosah pradosastavam
pratyarabhya vidhiidayavadhi vadhiitsafigad anafigi stuvan /

tasya glauvisaya giro 'mrtakirah $rutva sa kdvyasthira-

prajiiah prapa param smaran smaran avanando nalo vismayam // 22

The twenty-second and final canto (at least according to the tradition of the received text),

famously describes twilight and moon-rise.
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CHAPTER TWO: COMMENTARY AND THE DETERMINATION OF A
CRITICAL TEXT OF NAISADHA

The first significant stamp that the Sanskrit commentators leave on the
development of the Naisadha as a tradition concerns the provision of a critical text
that can be explained and interpreted. One may explore the ways in which text-
critical observations, decisions and justifications made by commentators around
certainties in the text reflect the broader understandings of the text's nature --
understandings that transform over time into what might be called a tradition of the
text. In the tradition of a text like the Ramayana, three facts of the Naisadha's
textual history take on prominence: first, the fact of the Naisadha's multiple
readings; second, its numerous points of controversy regarding interpolations; and,

third, the lively debates among the commentators about the extent of the text.

I. Multiple Readings of Commentators and Scribes

"A study of the [Naisadha] commentaries," writes K.K. Handiqui, "reveals
a bewildering mass of variant readings, and there is probably no other poem of the
kavya period, which presents so many of them." 5! The proliferation of so many

textual variants suggests the initial vibrancy of this poem's oral performance.’ The

®! Handiqui, K.K. (xxxix). Handiqui's notes on six Naisadha commentators provide most of the
details in this section.
2 Pollock writes about this historical period's changing literary conditions: "Sanskrit poetry in

recitation came alive in the minds of listeners in a way that purely bookish literature -- works of
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ever self-conscious Naisadha itself (1.14) alludes to the prevailing conventions of
the manuscript culture of his day by citing the practice of circling an unwanted
letter in a manuscript, presumably part of a scribal system of isolating wrong
readings (apapatha-s) in the process of arriving at the best and correct reading.63
In general, it has been argued that commentaries play a very significant and
important role in the preparation of critical editions.** On the other hand, some
argue that the commentators have tampered with "original" readings to suit their

own hermeneutic desires.%> Still others lay the "corruption" of "correct" readings

mute, dead letters such as those of Western modernity -- can hardly do" (91). Although speaking in
the context of Bharthari's manuscript history, his comments seem relevant with respect to the
Naisadha tradition as well:

This is a fact that takes on visible shape in the manuscript histories of many poems . . .
The manuscripts . . . show countless variants -- not scribal errors or learned corrections but
clearly oral variants in what by any standard still counts as fundamentally a literate
culture. A living tradition, then, carries costs for contemporary text-critical and other
literary scholarship. Or perhaps better put: The text as unitary entity -- however much
this is required by the participants' own insistence on authorial intentionality -- is
constantly and in some cases irremediably destabilized by the messy business of bringing
literature to life in a world of oral performance. (91)

% tadojasastadyasasah sthitavibhau vrtheti citte kurute yada yada / tanoti bhanoh
parivesakaitavattada vidhih kundalanam vidhorapi // Nc 1.14

® Jayanti Tripathi in an article from 19 ("The Role of Commentaries in Critical Editions" [172-
183]), writes: "Sometimes an editor with all his critical apparatus fails to present the original text
or a text nearer to the original, which may be gathered from the commentaries . . . [at times,] the
reading recorded by the commentator is far superior to that of the critical edition . . . (172)." K.K.
Rija explains: "Ancient commentaries are valuable in restoring the original text. Some of the
commentaries quote the original terms before explaining; such text or pratika-s help us in
reconstructing the corresponding part of the text."

% Olivelle: "Since the nineteenth century there has been among western scholars a pervasive
mistrust of ancient Indian interpreters and commentators . . . Early scholars were confident -- to

modern eyes, overconfident -- of their ability to uncover 'original' meanings through philological
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at the feet of the scribes.®® It may be the case, however, as K.K. Rija explains, that
the commentators or scribes took a more proactive approach to the question of
"correct" readings, not only of the poet's work but also of a commentator's:
But often the attempt of scholars was not to reconstruct the text as the
original author intended it to be, but rather to decide the best version or the
one the writer should have written. Hence correction by the scribe or the
commentator was a common feature of ancient Indian scholarship.67
A manuscript of Isanadeva's commentary68 on the Naisadhacarita corroborates
this urge by the scribe to provide a complete text of the commentator when one is
not available to him. Often, the scribe will simply supply someone else's available
commentary to fill in the gaps left by a missing folio in his commentator's

manuscript. In some cases, however, a learned scribe will provide a gloss

himself.% Handiqui explains such a case among the Naisadha commentators:

acumen unmediated by native gloss or comment (173) . .. [reflecting an] [aJrrogantly imperious
attitude toward the text (176) . . . Native commentators and theologians did not, as often assumed,
carelessly or deliberately change the received texts to suit their doctrinal or grammatical tastes"
(176).

% K.K. Raja elucidates some of the modern axioms of text criticism. He cites that sometimes
modem philologists prefer the lectio difficilior to the lectio facilior, the harder reading to the easier
one, since scribes will change archaic or obsolete words to simpler cnes. According to him, some
believe that readings that are grammatically or stylistically defective are likely to be the original
ones, rather than the 'commonplace, correct ones. Others hold that the textus simplicioris is earlier
than the textus ornatior (the shorter text is likely to be the earlier one).

" Raja 97.

% No. 188 (1879-80), BORI

% This seems the case with a scribe known as Joshi Narapati, an Audicya Brahmin who copied a
manuscript of Candupandita's commentary for the study of the sons of the minister Bhabhala of the

Nagara caste. Jaydev Jani, in summarizing this manuscript's details, notes that there are long
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At the end of Canto XIX, the scribe remarks that a folio is missing in the
manuscript of last six verses of the Canto (19.61-66) has been written by
himself with the help of Vyasa Kalidasa, who was his teacher, as we learn
from the colophon at the end of our manuscript.70
Handiqui goes on to relate that I§anadeva often incorporates the commentary of his
predecessors Vidyadhara and Candupandita and follows their readings, which in
turn helps to supply omissions in their respective commentaries. The scribe, in the
case of Isanadeva 's manuscript mentioned above, similarly incorporates Candu's
gloss (without mentioning it) into his text when a comment from I$anadeva is
unavailable.”! The familial relationship suggested by this example between the
foundational text, its commentary, and a scribe's recording of it leads one to agree

with V.N. Rao's conclusion about the symbiotic process of textual criticism:

Texts have communities which use them, which have an active role in

discussions added to the manuscript on topics ranging from grammar to astronomy to rhetorics.
Sometimes the scribe is perhaps not a professionally learned man at all; in this regard, a curious
example may be of some interest from a historical point of view, not only in terms of who the
scribes were but also for whom they were reproducing Naisadha manuscripts: it seems that one
manuscript of Candupandita's commentary on Naisadha (from BORI, Pune) reads that it was
copied for the study of a certain Malik Mufarriha at Vejalpur, who was a governor of Gujarat
during the late fourteenth century. The scribe, however, though not giving his name, explains that
his occupation is that of a "weapons dealer" (§ilara-sarapha). ["iha vayajalapure malika
$rimupharihapratipatau silarasaraphavyapare naisadhamahakavyasya tika $ri
cindumahakaviviracita likhita.] See J. Jani viii-ix for details.

" Handiqui, pg. xxviii. The scribe writes about his interpolation: daksiputretyadi tatha
agacchannityantam §lokasatkasya vyakhyasthane bhasyapratipustake piithikd mukta'sti. ato maya.
.. vyasas$rikalidasopadistavyakhyaritya vicarya §uddhamas$uddham va kimapi likhitam asti.
sudhibhih §odhyam. tatha yadisanadevabhasyasyapara prati ghatate tada tatratyam
viesavyakhyanam patrikdyam likhitva atra praksepyam. tavad idam vilokyam.

! Handiqui, pg. xxviii
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making and remaking them. Changes in text are produced not only by
scribal errors, which do occur and should be corrected, but more
significantly, by community participation in using the text. If the
community which uses the text is tight, unchanging and coherent, the text
remains tight, unchanging and coherent . . . However, when the
communities which use the text are distributed over a wider area, are
complex, and practice more than one kind of text culture, the text changes
to suit the need of the community which uses it. Texts not only have
histories, they have cultures and communities. Texts not only have births,
they have samskara, families, deaths and rebirths. Texts are not isolated
artefacts, they are members of societies. They also reflect and reproduce
the practices of the society they belong to.””

This question of "textual communities" will be revisited later when discussing the
shared content of the various exegetical acts. However, with respect to the
"family" of Naisadha textual readings, the conclusions that Handiqui has drawn
from his analysis of several commentaries offer some idea of the development of a
critical text among the commentators, especially with respect to the proliferation
of varie lectiones (pc‘cthdntara).73 He makes an interesting observation that other
readings were available even before Vidyadhara and Candupandita, the two oldest

available commentators on the Naisadha.”* The fact of multiple textual readings

2 V.N. Rao, pg. v

B Handiqui believes that Candupandita and Vidyadhara generally -- but not always -- agree and are
followed in their readings by Isanadeva and Jinardja. Handiqui feels that Nardyana, Mallintha,
and Narahari often agree on readings, but finds that Mallinatha's "are sometimes very peculiar" and
do not seem to agree with either Nardyana or the earlier commentators. Handiqui finds the text to
be "well-preserved in the commentary of Nardyana, though it is Candupandita and Vidyadhara who
record the earlier and more authoritative readings.” (xxxix-xli). See Chapter 4 of Jaydev Jani's
introduction to the critical edition (part 1) of Candupandita's Dipika, where he discusses
"agreement and disagreement of Candu with Vidyadhara, Mallinatha, and Nardyana.” (Xxxxiv-
XXXXVil)

“ Handiqui cites Candupandita's mention and criticism of other readings in a gloss on N¢ 6.109.
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when the two earliest commentators are believed to have lived only fifty years to a
century after the poet suggests that the link between the oral poetic tradition of the
itihasa literature and the subsequent efflorescence of the ornate and very literary
mahakavya may not have completely snapped even in the late 12th century.75
Almost certainly, more reflection on how the oral tradition of Sanskrit texts related
to the manuscript culture that stored, displayed, and transmitted them seems to be
required before more meaningful things can be said about the nature of textuality
in pre-modern South Asia.”

The fact that a Sanskrit commentator has even chosen to comment almost
certainly indicates a reverence for the text, or at the least an understanding of its
significance and promulgation. Having thus placed a text (and the author) on a
pedestal, it is essential that it (and he) live up to the aesthetic standards of
traditional readers. Thus, for example, one of the primary concerns for the

commentator, as Robert Goldman has argued with respect to the Valmiki

Ramayana, is to "validate the work as a basically unitary and internally consistent

73 Professor Ram Karan Sharma feels that a stylistic study reveals that Kalidasa's mahakavya-s
represents the transition between these the oral and written in the Sanskrit poetic tradition.

" As Pollock notes, however, this is a thesis which hitherto remains inadequately explored:
"Precisely how the new manuscript culture interacted with an orality that long remained dominant
both in fact and in the ideology of authentic knowledge -- to say nothing of its interaction with the
true oral culture that maintained its existence outside of literature and history -- is one of the great

complexities of South Asian literary cultures" (21).
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narrative."”’

The early Naisadha commentators, for example, are heavily taxed by
even the suspicion that their text is somehow incomplete and not a conclusive
reflection of the poet's vision. This discussion spills over to following centuries in
the form of lively debates that still stand unresolved. But this specialized
discourse about the extent of the Naisadha is a singularly text-specific matter
(taken up at the end of this section). More common is a strong distaste
commentators have in leaving their author and text vulnerable to the charge of
being illogical, improper, or simply, wrong.”® While open to emendation, they are
also wary of falsifying their poet's usage without due consideration. In this vein,
Robert P. Goldman speaks of the Ramayana commentators: " [The] instinct of the
commentators is not to falsify the words of the poet-seer, which according to a
well-established cultural convention can, virtually by definition, never be other
than true. Instead they resort to another form of scientific reasoning -- that of the
textual critic -- to show that this utterly incredible passage is not the work of
Valmiki at all."”” While they are judicious in doing so, in the process of settling

upon a valid reading, occasionally the Naisadha commentators also engage in

controversial acts of emendation. These acts seem to presuppose a complex

"7 Goldman, R.P. "How Fast Do Monkeys Fly? How long Do Demons Sleep: Reading
Commentaries on Sanskrit Epic Poetry As Windows to the Knowledge Systems of Pre-Modemn
India." Pg. 29

" The Naisadha is especially infamous for its questionable usages from many traditional points of
view, in terms of language and choice of content. A discussion of these usages is taken up again in
various contexts.

7 Goldman ("How Fast Do Monkeys Fly") 12.
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understanding of author and text and an awareness of their potential to influence

subsequent readings of the text.
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IL. Commentarial Logic in the Identification of Textual Interpolation®

Once they perceive that some undesirable textual usage must have been
interpolated, the commentators use the terms ksepaka or praksipta to swiftly
eliminate, alter, or at the least draw attention to their inherited reading. It is clear
that the commentators are keenly aware of the existence of allegedly incorrect
readings or dubious verses in certain manuscripts. Sometimes, their zeal fails to
take notice of the poet's stylistic tendencies. For example, Sriharsa
characteristically exhausts his imaginative conceits, either by garbing them in new
language or elaborating on their multiple possibilities. This often leads him to
repeat the same thought in a different way over the span of two verses.
Commentators have been trained by the science of poetics (sahityasastra) to not
tolerate apparent redundancy (punarukti) from one verse to the next. Thus, they
sometimes resort to labeling a "suspected" verse in question as interpolated and
remove it altogether or call it a variant reading in their own preferred way.*

The commentators' handling of verse 10.41 and the textually controversial

%0 A complete list of complex textual issues in the Naisadha commentaries is provided by A.N.
Jani. Only a few of the more interesting examples are explcred in detail here.

81 Various expressions are employed to highlight an alleged interpolation or cite textual difficulties.
For example, for Nc 7.87 Candupandita says, "Some do not read this verse” (kecid imam §lokam na
pathanti) whereas Jinardja writes that "this verse is a variant reading [of the preceding one] and
others don't even read it" (pathantaram idam. evam anye 'pi na pathanti). Narayana says that
"even though it is a variant verse, it is generally commented upon" (iti §lokantaram api

vyakhyataprayam).
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10.42 demonstrates the diverse text-critical practices of the traditional Sanskrit
exegete. During Damayanti's husband-choosing ceremony (svayamvara), Sriharsa
imagines the various kings to collectively express their envy for Nala in a mocking
tone:
The jealous kings belittled him under the pretext of praising him: "What, is
he the new (prathama) moon descended over the earth? Is he a second
(dvitiya) god of love? Is he a third (#rtiya) of the ASvin twins?"®
Those jealous ones contemptuously praised [or sincerely praised]83 him:
"He is the first (adya) birth of the moon on the earth. This youth is the
second (dvaita) god of love. He is the third (#rfiyata) embodiment of the
(two) Asvins."*
The second of the above two (10.42) is not even acknowledged by commentators
Vidyadhara and Jinaraja, presumably on the grounds that it is an interpolation.®’
Candupandita does comment on it very briefly and makes no mention of its
repetitiveness, saying that it an expression of "false praise" (vyajastuti) in both
10.41 and 10.42. Narayana is clearly not happy with the second verse's inclusion
in his inherited text, patiently offering a spare remark on it (about the word

dvaitam) and then swiftly concluding that "its meaning repeats the previous verse's

meaning" (ayam Slokah gatarthatvat punaruktah). Mallindtha seems, at first, to

%2 sudhamsur esa prathamo bhuviti smaro dvitiyah kim asav itimam / dasras trtiyo 'yam iti ksitisgh
stuticchaldn matsarino nininduh // 10.41

% Translation depends on whether one takes Narayana and Candupandita's reading of
krtamatsarath or Mallinatha's reading and comment of kila matsaraih.

% adyam vidhor janma sa esa bhiimau dvaitam yuvasau rativallabhasya / nasatyayor
miirtitrtiyatdyam iti stutas taih krtamatsaraih sah // 10.42

% Jani 27
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distinguish 10.42 from 10.41 by reading in the last quarter of 10.42 kila matsaraih
instead of krtamatsaraih. 1f it is krtamatsaraih, then little doubt remains that
Sriharsa is simply rephrasing the same idea from the previous verse, that the
jealous kings are mocking Nala. However, by suggesting that the word kila, which
commonly expresses 'contempt', is synonymous here with khalu, which implies
'certainty’ (taih stutah kila stutah khalu), Mallinatha seems to be opening up the
possibility that the kings are actually praising Nala, thus proving that his greatness
compels even enemies to respect him. However, two different readings of
Mallinatha's final comment on 10.42 offer a curious perspective: either, "even
though [this verse] is a repetition of the previous verse, because the poet wrote it, it
is an established reading like the one before (piarvasiokena punaruktam api kavina
likhitatvat sthitam pﬁrvavat)"86 or "even though [this verse] is a repetition of the
previous verse, on account of the poet's greed, [still] it is an established reading
like the one before (piirvasiokena punaruktam api kavilobhat sthitam parvavar)"®.
By the poet's "greed," one assumes that Mallinatha understands the poet to be
trying to milk too much from his ideas by extending it over into two verses. It is
perhaps indicative of the fluidity of the ancient Indian intellectual tradition that a

scribe thought better to change the reading of Mallinatha's comment, whether from

% Krishnadas Academy edition.

% This is the version quoted in the notes by Pt. Sivadatta in the Nirnayasagar Narayanitika edition.
Pt. Sivadatta says that having considered that it is thus a repetition, Mallinitha and others do not
even comment on it (iti nirdi§ya na vyakhyatah). This, however, is contradicted by the evidence of

other manuscripts used by the Krishnadas Academy edition where Mallinitha does comment on it.

45

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



kavilobhat to kavina likhitatvat or vice versa. Mallinatha's comment also
demonstrates the dual forces dueling in the commentator's consciousness --
whether to tolerate perceived flaws in the text or to rationalize the poet's genius --
and the attempt to reconcile the two by offering criticism while also trying to
construct a perspective the poet might have considered.

Looking at this example, one may objectively conclude that Sriharsa is
simply playing with the same idea using differently gendered words and
constructions. Most of the commentators, however, do not allow the poet this
freedom without scrutiny. A.N. Jani cautions against this exegetical approach to
the text and introduces the 14th or 15th century commentator Gadadhara's spirited
defense of the poet's so-called "repetition":

Most of the stanzas, which are called 'ksepaka' by Narayana and others, are

simply variants of their preceding ones. One should not, therefore, jump to

the conclusion that they are interpolations, because it is evidently a

characteristic feature of our poet's style to repeat the expressed idea in a

different manner. Gadadhara has a nice discussion on this point in the

beginning of his commentary.88
Jani's warning to not "jump to conclusions" echoes the comments made by

Gadadhara some five centuries® ago in discussing the authenticity of the first two

verses of the very first canto of the text”;

* Jani, Pg. 29

% 1t still provokes a discussion in contemporary Sanskrit panditasabha-s, as 1 had the opportunity
to hear during an exchange between two Sanskrit scholars in Ujjain, India. Both were unaware of
Gadadhara's commentary and that this same debate had exercised scholars five hundred years

before them. Gadadhara's commentary on the Nc has been recently edited by Vandana D. Mehta
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Nala was a mass of radiance, resplendent from festivities, the circle of his
fame serving as a white umbrella for him. Drinking in his story, protector
as he was of the earth, the gods do not in a like manner esteem even
nectar.”’
Nala, whose story by the varieties of its sweetness surpasses nectar, was
the lord of the earth, marvellous in his virtues. The flaming trail of his
might and the circle of his fame served as a sceptre of gold and a unique,
white umbrella.”
According to Gadadhara's introduction to Nc 1.1, whether or not the second verse
repeats the content of the first has exercised commentators to the point that
clarification was deemed necessary. His comments shed light on the traditional
nature of oral debate that must have conditioned these formal exegetical
statements.” Although the evidence cannot confirm the ways in which these
theoretical debates were internalized by commentators, one can certainly assert
their existence through inference. One sees such an internalized discourse in

Gadadhara's opening:

In desiring to compose this poem, this poet's first (thought might have

as a dissertation for M.S. University, Vadodara, Gujarat. I have accessed the first canto of this
work.

® K K. Handiqui's published translation of these two verses is provided here. Both are loaded with
interpretive possibilities and have been treated variously by the commentators. This discussion will
be taken up later.

A nipiya yasya ksitiraksinah kathas tathadriyante na budhah sudham api/ nalah
sitacchatritakirtimandalah sa rasir asin mahasam mahojjvalah // 1.1

%’ rasaih katha yasya sudhavadhirani nalah sa bhiijanir abhiid gunadbhutah /
suvamadandaikasitatapatritajvalat pratapavalikirtimandalah // 1.2

% Srinatha, for example, explains in his Telugu adapation that the first two §lokas are not necessary
because the words are different but the meaning is same so has removed the first one and kept the

second one.
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been): "What hero-king existed in this world, who was stoic and yet
charming? I will make such a personality the hero of my story, which will
surpass even the taste of nectar. Because he was thinking about this again
and again for a long time and devotedly practicing the cintamani mantra, it
is said that an answer flashed forth. And having (mentally) received the
first verse beginning with the phrase "having drunk" (nipiya), he composed
the poem out loud. The point of all this is to say that in doing so, the poet
is saying: "I coronate as the hero of this story a king named Nala, who in
the Golden Age was adorned with virtue upon virtue."**

Gadadhara now attempts to establish that the second verse (1.2) is not a repetition
of the first verse (1.1). The gist of his argument is that the first verse satisfies the
requirement of being an invocatory verse to spread auspiciousness
‘(mangalacarana), while the second one deals with the subject matter of the poem
(vastunirde$a). The presupposition is that the poetics texts (sahityasastra)
"mandate" that the first verse either be a mangalacarana or a vastunirdesa. It is
possible that some critics must have argued that the first and second verses serve
an identical purpose of vastunirdesa and, therefore, either the poet is guilty of
repetition or the second verse must be an interpolation. Gadadhara systematically
deconstructs this argument in defense of the poet's usage and the inherited textual
tradition by first providing a summary of the various opinions on the matter:
In the second verse, beginning with the words 'the story with sentiments
(rasaih katha)', however, there is an indication of (the poem's) subject-
matter (vastunirdeSa). This poet is reiterating the same meaning (indicated
in the first verse) in a different style. Some, however, say that the first

verse itself presents the story's subject matter and that the second verse is a
variant reading. Others say that (this second verse) supplements the (idea)

 prathamata$ casya kaveh kavyam idam nirmatum icchatah -- ko'atra jagati tathavidhah khalu
dhiralalitah ksitipatir abhlid yam aham iha jitasudharasakatham kathinayakam karomiti. bhiiya$
ciram cintayatah samyag upasitasya cintamanimantrasya prasadadyah kila'rtho'ntah prasphurat sa
eva nipiyetyadavadimasloke bahir upanibaddhah. yo'yamevam gunagunalafikrtah krtayuge nalo
nama ksitipatir asit tam aham iha kathayam nayakapade'bhiseksyamiti catra tatparyarthah.
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from the previous verse, but that they share a singular purpose, (having a
semantic relationship) of a kisser (becoming a kisser) because of a kiss.
And so, in saying that "it is just a variant reading," one means that it (the
content of the second verse) attains the position of being a cause of that
(idea expressed in the first verse). According to this argument, then, the
synonymous use of the word 'bhupala’ ["king"] (in the second verse) for
'ksitiraksin' ["king"] (in the first verse), the specific mention (of the subject
'king") is indicated in the compound predicate's second half (raksin).
Having drunk whose story the gods do not regard even nectar as such, that
kind of king, named Nala, existed in the past. The specific mention of the
subject of the story (in the case of both the first and second verse) is simply
the predicate element (king) of the distinguishing word (’ksitiraksin' in the
first and 'bhijanil' in the second verse) found in both verses.”

Gadadhara cites three different opinions, either of his own creation or those
expressed by other-(unnamed) commentators: one, that the second verse (1.2) is a
roundabout repetition of the first (1.1) and, therefore, can be safely eliminated;
two, that 1.2 is an equally valid variant reading that can be exchanged for 1.1; or
three, that 1.2 is a continuation of 1.1 and, therefore, should be semantically
understood as a single verse. The first two opinions are straightforward.
Gadadhara skillfully explains the third opinion by saying that 1.1 and 1.2 share in
the same act as two kissers share in the act of kissing. Thus, both verses share the
intention of being a vastunirdesa, or mentioning of the subject matter, i.e., king
Nala. Gadadhara further elaborates on the anonymous commentator's view by

citing that the specific mention of the concept "king" (described as protector

% rasaih kathetyadau dvitiyasloke tu vastunirdesarfipataya tam evartham bhafigya kavir ayam

anuktavan.. kecit tu prathama$lokam eva vastunirdeSya pratipddakam ahur dvitiyam tu
pathantaram. mukhartipasya plirvaslokasyaikarthatvena pratimukharlipatayd cumbanac
cumbako'yam ity apare. tac ca pathantara eva samavisatiti tenaiva tatkaryam avapyate. atra pakse
ca bhipalaparyayasya ksitiraksinah iti vidheyapadasyottarardhe nirde$o yuktah. yasya katham
nipiya budhas tatha sudham api nadriyante sa tathdvidhah khalu nalo nama ksitipatih ptirvam asid
iti. kathavastunirdeso hi viSesanasya vidheyatvam.
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(raksin) in 1.1 and lord (janih) in 1.2) signals a unity of purpose: to tell the story of
king Nala.

Now, Gadadhara moves to his own opinion, which is an extension of the
latter discussion: that the poet could not logically sustain the desired expression in
a single verse and so divided it into two verses, whereby 1.1 primarily fulfills the
role of being an invocatory verse (mangalacarana), while 1.2 touches upon the
subject-matter (vastunirdesa). Therefore, he believes that both verses are
necessary and the poet's usage should not be faulted:

The name [of the hero] is provided in the ancient story literature (purana),
e.g., "There was a king named Suratha." It is provided in poetic texts
(kavya), e.g. "There was a king of mountains named Himalaya." [A name]
is also used in ordinary life, e.g. "In the town of Kampilya, there was a
priest named Visnu$arma." And so, here in the second verse (1.2), it reads
"There was a king named Nala." However, if it were held that Nala's being
the predicate here (in 1.2) does not indicate the subject-matter [of the
poem], then it would be inauspicious, so to speak. On the other hand, if
there is a specified predicate too closely joined to a related word [in the
utterance], then there would immediately arise an ambiguity [whose
deciphering would] produce a great deal of stress [on the reader].
[Therefore,] a predicate dissimilar (from the one in 1.2) has been employed
in 1.1, whereby the uselessness of nectar to the gods has been conveyed (as
the predicate), that is to say, the cause for the gods' disregarding of nectar
(i.e., the presence of Nala stories). Sensing that this idea might be
misconstrued, the poet has thus in 1.2, under the guise of a variant reading,
purposefully extended the expression of his desired meaning. And,
therefore, in doing this, the gifted [poet] exhibits the profound maturity of
his poetic efforts. Otherwise, why wouldn't this all-knowing poet embed in
a single verse the primary subject matter in an uncontroversial and
felicitous manner? I offer this comment based on my own learning and
cominon sense. The secret truth of the matter only the poet knows. To
merely tender an original response is the connoisseur's lot.”

% pamnas tvanfidyatvam eva yatha purane 'suratho nama raja 'bhiit' kavye 'himalayo nama
nagadhirdjo' 'sti loke 'pi 'kampilye nagare visnu§arma nama brahmano babhuve' tyadi. atraiva ca

dvitiya$loke nalo nama rasdjanir abhtd iti. nalasyaiva tv atra vidheyatve vastunirde$atvam
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The last bit reveals the reverential attitude of many traditional Sanskrit
commentators, one that is repeated again and again in their introductory verses.”’
Gadadhara's comment at the end, that the poet could have made things easier,
suggests that he too is intuitively uneasy with Sriharsa's usage but, with
considerable reflection on the matter, is able to tease out an acceptable justification
for it. His explanation is certainly in keeping with the traditional perspective that
even the mention of the Nala story (the predicate of 1.1, according to Gadadhara)
drives away all auspiciousness. Although rare in most Sanskrit commentarial

works, Gadadhara's discussion provides a glimpse into the mind-set that informs

one aspect of the text-critical practices of ancient India.

vimrsyamanam asamafijasam iva syat.

yathakathaficit padasambaddhena vidheyanfidyakramayuktim apadyamane tu prathamata eva
klistakalpana khalv ativodvegajanani bhavet. prathams$loke vidheyantidya vaisadr§yam budhanam
sudhayam anadarahetor anupadanan nirhetutvam ca diisanam asafikamanal kavir ayam
tasyaivartham dvitiyasloke pathantarapadedena sayuktikam krtva pratyapipadat. evam ca §rimata
‘nena nijasya kavikarmanah khalu praudhih pradarsita. anyatha kavir ayam sarvajfiah
sadvastunirde$aparam saguniam nirdosam catraikam eva $lokam kim na vidadhyat. iti maya
yatha$rutam yathamati ca vyakhyatam. nijam rahasyam tu kavir eva veda. vyakhyanavi$esam tu
sahrdaya iti.

7 See Chapter Three, section 1c.
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IIL. Establishing the Extent of the Text: Determining the Intrinsic Nature of
Naisadha

Yet another fascinating discussion among the commentators regarding the
critical text of the Naisadha centers on the extent of the poem. Spanning twenty-
two lengthy cantos (sarga) and nearly 2,760 verses, the Naisadha is the longest
mahakavya available in Sanskrit literature, with the exception of Ratnakara's
Harivijaya and Vimaladevagani's Hirasaubhdagya.”® For the Sanskrit
commentators that remark on the extent of the poem, the consensus seems to be
that twenty-two cantos serve the intentions of the author and his subject.99 The
first known commentator Vidyadhara (early-mid 13th century), apparently reacting
to circulating debates, states the position held by some:

Some have observed that there being propriety in relating the Nala story as

it is told in the Mahabharata, how has Sriharsa ended the poem at a single

point in the narrative? It would be proper to relate the entire Nala story,

wouldn't it?'®

To this, Vidyadhara clearly responds:

(What you say is) true, but a poem attracts the hearts of appreciative
connoisseurs. And a poem attracts the heart through its own poetic charm.

% Jani 191

# What Sheldon Pollock writes about the Kumdrasambhava's textual tradition seems to apply to
the Naisadha as well: "A courtly epic like Kalidasa's Kumarasambhava, which ends before the
birth of the hero named in the title, could in a later age be perceived as unfinished and requiring
completion (nine chapters were in fact later added), but the body of the work had an integrity that
strongly resisted interpolation” (60-61).

1% nanu mahabharate nalopakhyanasyaiva vaktum ucitatvat $riharsenopakhyanaikadese

kavyavisrantih katham krtd. sakalanalopakhyanasyaiva vaktum ucitatvat.
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Here, however, the poetic charm is seen only in a single part (of the
original story). Therefore, the poet concludes the poem here.'”

Narayana picks up on the traditional discussion and confidently argues for a
conscious continuity in Sriharsa's composition, remarking at the end of the first
canto: "Because of the use of the word 'delight' in the final verses of all the cantos,
this poem itself embodies delight."'” Narayana introduces the final verse of the
final canto by saying: "Now, Sriharsa desires to end the poem by having the

benedictory blessing come from the mouth of his hero."'® He then concludes his

commentary on Nc¢ 22.148"* with these remarks:

With the use of the word "delight" and the benediction "May it delight us,"
(the poet) signals the end of the composition. Even though the latter half of
Nala's story is described in the other places beginning with the
Mahabharata , by describing the fall of the hero here, (it would be)
unsavory and the essential poetic flavor of the poem would be spoiled.

And because the purpose is to delight the connoisseurs, it is to be

101 satyam. kAvyam hi sahrdayahrdayanamavarjakam bhavati. hrdayavarjakam ca kavyam
svarasena kriyate. tatra ca punaraitihye ekadese sarasatvam dr§yate. tatraivanenapi visrantih krteti
bhavah.

192 Narayana on Nc 1.144: sarvasargasamaptislokesu anandapadaprayogadanandafikamidam
kavyam.

19 Narayana's introduction to 22.148: idanim kavyasamaptim cikirsuh $riharso
nayakamukhena$isamasaste.
%svarbhanuprativaraparanamiladdantaughayantrodbhavasvabhralipatayaludidhitisudhasarastusara-
dyutah / puspesvasanatatpriyaparinayanandabhisekotsave devah praptasahasradharakala$asrirastu
nastustaye / "May the divine moon delight our hearts! In the gay festival of ceremonial bathing
forming part of the marriage of Cupid with Rati, the moon, looking like a jar with a thousand
apertures, showers nectar, its beams, which fall through the holes bored in it by Rahu's jaws, each

time he comes to gorge on the moon." [Trans. by K.K. Handiqui]
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understood, Sriharsa does not describe the later events (of Nala's life-
story).105

According to Narayana, because the last verse is benedictory in nature, the poem

ends here. Sri Vyasaraja Sastri seconds Narayana's idea: "At the end of the

twenty second canto, the benedictory words 'let there be prosperity' and 'may it

delight us' being heard clearly signals the culmination of the poem."'%

195 Narayana on Ne 22.148: anandapadena tustaye 'stu ity a$isa ca granthasamaptim dyotayati.
mah3bharatadau varitasyapyuttaranalacaritrasya nirasatvan nayakanudayavarpanena
rasabhangasadbhavac ca kavyasya ca sahrdayahladanaphalatvaccatrottaracaritram $riharsena na
varnitam ity adi jiiatavyam.

1% tatra dvavimsasya sargasyante §rilyamana $rir astu nastustaye ity eva riipa mafgalasamsa
kavyasyaitavanmatratvameva jiidpayati. [(Naisadha Intro, P. 12-13 (Palghat ed. 1930)] (19 of
Jani).
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IV. Extending the Discourse of Critical Text: the Naisadha in Social and
Political Context

While the ancient Naisadha commentators only allude to objections to the
present text's extent, oral stories that were current among twentieth century pandits
and modern Sanskrit scholars demonstrate the longevity of this discourse.'” Some
of the arguments rest on "internal evidence." For example, Jani himself points to
Sriharsa's suggestion of future events (found in the Mahabharata version) in his

poem and the invention of the character of Kali in the seventeenth canto as strong

1% A nother story hints at a ghostly

evidence to suggest an incomplete text.
tradition of an extensive, now-lost commentary (bhasya) of Sriharsa's grandson,
who had supposedly written a commentary on 60,000 verses (nearly thirty times
the size of the present text).'® There are also some fantastic stories of modern
pandits who claimed to have seen manuscripts and can quote passages from a lost

text.!' Still another theory that has acquired some currency rests on an

anachronistic and confused account of Sriharsa's Naisadha by the Kavyaprakasa

1 See Jani 19-25

1% See Jani 23

1® See Jani 24

10 yani writes on Pg. 23: "N.K. Bhattacarya . . . informs us that Pt. Ramagopala Smrtibhiisana of
Banaras had witnessed with his own eyes a manuscript of the sequel in Uriya character with an
Uriya pupil of his named either Damodara or Rudranarayana (he did not recollect which) and that
he remembered two verses (one in full and the other in part) from that sequel. The same scholar
refers to the late revered MM Rakhaladasa Nyayaratna who too used to quote a half verse which
according to him belonged to the Naisadha but is not found in the extant poem." See Jani for

fragments of these verses.
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commentator Acyutaraja, who claims that the original text had one hundred
cantos.'!" There are also actual texts written to fill the perceived narrative void,
such as the Uttaranaisadha of Vandarubhatta.''” These decidedly philological
perspectives arguing for "higher criticism" models or lost textual traditions seem to
be attempts to deny Sriharsa's episodic dismemberment of the "original"
Mahabharata narrative in the service of an indefinite proliferation of meaning.
The early commentators, while aware of this urge to not accept the integrity of the
poem, reveal in their comments an underlying sense that Sriharsa's choice to end
the narrative with the rising and setting of the moon at the end of the married
couple's honeymoon is significant and emotionally fulfilling. They couch this
intuition in text-critical terms, however, without delving into what it might signify
in terms of the poem's total contexts socially, politically, or aesthetically. Later

observers of the poem have not neglected these contexts, as will be discussed

"1 Acyutarija conflates the tradition king poet-king Harsa (7th century C.E.) and Dhavaka (king
Harsa's court poet or perhaps Banabhatta himself [?]) mentioned in the beginning verse of

Kavyaprakasa with the traditional details of Sriharsa's life:

etan nama kascit panditah prak paramadaridra$
cintamaninamakamahamantraviSesopasana-prasadena victravidyasaly api nirdhanatvena
bahu kliS§yamanah san naisadhiyacaritdkhyam vicitram mahakavyam viracya
gunajfiasiromanim $riharsanamanam rajanam pradarsya tenatitustat tatah prativarsam
Satasahasratmakarlipyamudrotpattiyogyam bhtimim pratigrhya tatkdavye
pratisargantimasloke tatpitrorndmabhyam sahitam tatkartrtvena tannama grathitavan iti
vrddhair upakhyayate. etad anugrahakam kavyapraka$avakyam api 'Srtharsader
dhavakadinam iva dhanam iti.

Jani rightly rejects the exaggerated claims of this theory while still holding that "this tradition at
least proves that the Nc had more than 22 canto if not exactly one hundred." See Jani 22-24 for full

details.

12 K rishnamachariar 365
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below.

While not squarely joined to their efforts to determine a critical text, the
commentators naturally wonder about the motivations behind a poet's choice to
modify a venerated narrative tradition like the Mahabharata. In the case of the
Naisadha, their explanation seems to be solely framed around aesthetic concerns.
Narayana, like Vidyadhara, argues that had Sriharsa continued the traditional
narrative of Nala and Damayanti as recorded in the Mahabharata, the poet would
have in effect violated his own stated purpose in writing the poem: to explore and
exhibit the romantic sentiments (§rsigara rasa) in an artful manner, as he says in
Nc 1.145.' It is a hallmark of traditional Sanskrit hermeneutics to generally
honor the foundational text's own intrinsic rules of selection, arrangement, and
emphasis. Yet the facts that the poet self-consciously introduces §riigara rasa as
his poem's overriding flavor and that the commentators openly defend the poet's
choice against potentially hostile positions point to the possibility that perhaps
some uneasiness about the choice is justified. While some readers may be tempted
to dismiss the romantic ending ipso jure, on the grounds that Sriharsa simply
follows the sahityasastra's narrative prescriptions for mahakavya,'** such facile

explanations rarely satisfy modern readers. Candika Prasad Shukla, whose study

113 taccintdmanimantracintanaphale §rfigarabhafigya mahakavye caruni naisadhiyacarite
sargo'yamadirgatah. Nc 1.145

14 y1nlike the Mahabharata, which is classed as a historical work (itihasa) and essentially follows
a "tragic" vision along the lines of ancient Greek dramaturgical analysis, a mahdkavya's aesthetic,

social, and political contexts need to be seen on their own terms.
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aims to reflect the traditional outlook on the poem, feels that the poet simply had

nothing more left to say:
The final verse of the final canto, in which Nala speaks to Damayanti in the
context of describing the moon, is the most important proof for the
Naisadha's completeness. After their sexual union, what more is left to

tell; nothing left to examine, no real curiosity. Therefore, it becomes clear
that the poet has nothing further to say.'"’

Whereas Narayana happily leaves alone the question of the author's intention for
using the word "joy" (ananda) at the end of every canto, culminating with their
joyous union at the end of Canto 22, Shukla provides a rather blasé reading of
"joy" as the culmination of the couple's early sexual experiences.''¢

Other modern responses are not so easily satisfied and openly wonder how
and why Sriharsa could write a poem with §riigara rasa while seated in the midst
of arguably the most volatile political setting of pre-modern South Asia at its most
tumultuous period. Dr. Bishwanath Bhattacarya, for example, reflects on the
propriety of the Naisadha's stated mood.:

It appears strange that the last great court epic in Sanskrit, Naisadhacarita,

composed in the proximity of Muhammad Ghor's conquest dilates the story
of King Nala! In it or in any other poem or drama we find no reference to

115 naisadh ki svabhavik plirnata ka sab se bada praman svayam uske antim sarg ka antim §lok hai,
[jismem candra-varpan ke prasafig mem nala damayanti se kahate haim -- . ..]. sambhog-§mgar ke
prasailg mem ise padne ke pascat ab age kya kathanak hai, iske liye na koi jijiasa hoti hai na
kautlihal aur aisa spast ho jata hai ki kavi ko age kuc kahan3 §es nahim hai.

16 An interesting perspective on these last verses of the poem, described by Seetaram Sastry, takes
the ending to signify the culmination of the paficada$i mantra, whereby the yogin attains the
sahasraracakra and enjoys the nectar from the moon (candrasthana). See later discussion on the

cintamani mantra in the Naisadha tradition for further elaboration. See Chapter Four, sections 1b

and lc.
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the holocaust caused by the invaders. The Sanskrit world appears to have
withdrawn itself in its own fold like the proverbial ostrich. Sanskrit by this
time had lost its intellectual leadership and remained preoccupied with
putting up as many barriers as possible to contain its losing identity . . . The
Sanskrit intelligentsia, losing the wider sphere of its influence confined
itself to the preservation of its earlier heritage, concentrating mainly on
religious and philosophical texts and composition of commentaries. New
treatises on useful subjects became slowly a rarity.117

Bhattacarya's reference to the invasions of Muhammad Ghori raises some
interesting questions about the political conditions surrounding, and perhaps
motivating, the Naisadha's production. Several historians seem to corroborate
Bhattacharya's thesis''®, while others remain skeptical of its usefulness.'® The
forces of Muhammad Ghori defeated King Jayantacandra (the king or the heir

apparent who patronized Sriharsa) at his capital of Kanyakubja (Kanauj), a pivotal

7 This paragraph is taken from the author's draft copy of a valedictory address delivered by the
retired Professor of Sanskrit (BHU, Varanasi) at a seminar at Assam University, Silchar, on March
16, 2000.

118 Burton Stein, for example, writes: "The Muslim conquests between the eleventh and fourteenth
centuries removed royal protection from brahmanical institutions, but an efflorescence of dharma
texts reinforced caste norms" (148), while A.L. Basham speculates that "[w]hen the Turkish
horsemen swept through the Ganga plain, Hindu culture was tending to look inwards and
backwards -- inwards to the private life of the spirit and backwards to the hallowed norms of the
distant past. In many respects the legacy of this period to later times was a negative one" (59).

119 Speaking specifically about the demise of Sanskrit literary culture in Kashmir after the twelfth
century, Pollock reacts to what A.K. Warder has imagined as Sanskrit literature's aim to sustain
"the best ideals . . . and [inspire] struggle to expel tyrannical invaders": "Other deeper forces of
change were at work. These may not be easy to specify, but one may quickly dismiss the

commonest explanation, which traces the decline of Sanskrit culture to the coming of Muslim

power" (101).
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center of political power,'? in 1194 C.E."*! Even though it appears customary to
avoid explicit references to topical current events in Sanskrit literature
(particularly in the mahakavya), it would be understandable to speculate that the
poem reflects or addresses its immediate political contexts, much as it certainly
engages the social realities of the times. Nevertheless, there could be many
plausible reasons for the poet's narrative and descriptive choices. With respect to
the critical documents of the poem, however, one does occasionally céme across
more explicit information regarding the historical setting in which the Naisadha
was being received and transmitted. The very early commentary of Candupandita,
for example, offers a glimpse of a turbulent social scene in which the Naisadha
was being read and taught. Dating his commentary (the Naisadhadipika) as
Vikram Samvat 1353 (1297 A.D.), Candu explains in the colophon of 1.146 that
his brother had rescued some of his manuscripts from fires set by foreigners
(mleccha).'”* Jaydev Jani unpacks the reference in the following terms:

He had witnessed the Muslim portent. When in the reign of King
Karpadeva Vaghela (Karanaghelo) the minister Madhava invited Muslims

120 Burton Stein writes about Kanauj during this period (124): "The early medieval, commercial-,
and religious-led urbanization is one reason for skepticism regarding the notion of feudalism,
which is conceptually related to deurbanization and decommercialization, to India. Nowhere is this
clearer than in the manner in which the city of Kanauj in the western Gangetic plain became the
focus of north Indian politics for several centuries, during which competing conquerors from the
north, south, east, and west strove to seize and hold it: the city had become the emblem of the
cakravartin."

121 The date of the poem seems to inconclusively fall anywhere between 1150 and 1190 C.E.

122 tadatmajas talhana namadheyo visaradah $aradacandrakirtih / mlecchopalifigaj jvalitapratikam
tikam imam piirayati sma samyak //
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to Gujarat, the soldiers burnt down many manuscripts along with the

commentary on Rgveda by Candupandita in utter fanatic rage. But CP's

younger brother Talhana took out the Mss. of Dipika and thus it was saved,

as a result the specimen of Cp's bhasya on RV 10.51 (quoted fully under

the NC 9.75) could be preserved for posterity.'>
Despite the preservation of historical memories such as this, which somewhat cast
a light on Candupandita's local history, the mahakavya itself seemingly remains
abstracted from historical time. Usually, it appears that the commentators also do
not want their works to give the impression of being historical documents. A
sense of their work's ahistoricity and coevality with the foundational text gives the
illusion of a direct relationship with the text and perhaps instills in their readers a
deeper credibility about the validity of their comments.

While no journalistic comments enter into a Sanskrit poetic text, social and
political realities may perhaps be gauged within the narrative elements of the text
itself. For example, the romance of Nala and Damayanti embodies the
overarching narrative trajectory of the poem (adhikarika-kathavastii) while the
various subordinate narratives (prasangika-kathavastit) involving the hamsa,
Narada and Indra's discussion, the interchange between Nala and the gods, the
conversation between Indra's female messenger and Damayanti, and the dramatic

intervention of Kali after the union of the couple serve to support the main love-

story. Itis in several of these sub-narratives that one may witness the poet's

12 See Jaydev Jani ("Candupandita on Rgveda X.51") pg. 43
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commitment to his times.* Furthermore, ériharsa's choice of romance narrative
may have been inspired by a historical event that Sriharsa might surely have
witnessed: the svayamvara of Samyukta, daughter of Jayacandra. A.N. Jani,
while rejecting the thesis that Sriharsa based his poem on the event, does relate a

Dr. Watwe's views on the matter:

Dr. Watwe thinks that Sriharsa wrote this poem to commemorate the
svayamvara of Samyukta, which was celebrated in 1185 A.D. by her father
Jayacandra, the king of Kanauja and patron of Sriharsa, who might have
not only seen this svayamvara with his own eyes, but also the family feud
between Jayacandra and Prthviraja Chauhana of Delhi who kidnapped
former's daughter from the svayamvara. This view is, however, not
warranted by this text, where the poet himself seems to select this theme
only out of his regard for Nala and Damayanti.'?’

The fact that Sriharsa describes with such relish in several cantos the youthful

princes of every known geographical region may lend credence Dr. Watwe's

126

understanding of the text.”™ Whereas the end is not so happy for any of the

12 The dialogue of Narada and Indra, for example; the svayamvara cantos; the dialogue between
Damayanti and Indra's female messenger, which brings to the fore a moving "patriotic" tribute to
Bhirata (see note 46)). Genres of describing the wedding scene (parinaya) and geography
(deSavrtta) are incorporated into the main narrative and given full treatment, eulogizing and
foregrounding what one may regard as the most valued aspects of an idealized traditional culture.
There are also paeans to Kasi (perhaps the first in mahakavya literature) and lengthy descriptions of
every comer of the known "Sanskrit cosmopolis". The seventeenth canto is perhaps the most

important sub-narrative in the poem in terms of bringing social, religious, and sectarian issues to

the forefront.
125 Jani 258

126 §riharsa has Damayanti deliver a touching paean to the collective entity of Bharata.
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historical players involved, including Sriharsa,'?’ the epic poem may be rewriting
the end, or as David Quint writes, in analyzing Roman romance epics, seeing the

end as a temporary setback and the romance epic genre itself as invested with

political meaning:

[N]arrative structures approximate and may explicitly be identified with
romance . . . but valorize the very contingency and open-endedness that the
victors may think they have ended once and for all . . . In romance, there is
a spatially, rather than chronologically ordered tableaux of Les Tragiques --
in the name of a still-contingent political history whose outcome has not
been foreclosed and in which a defeat may be a temporary setback. 11

Quint sees a shifting tension between the "long-term continuity of epic" in terms of
political meanings attached to narrative forms and "specific topical, political
circumstances to which a single epic may address itself":
[IIn emphasizing the interplay between tradition, with its long poetic
memory, and the individual text, I am trying to establish a political
genealogy of the tradition itself; that is to show how the meanings of any
one epic that originally were determined by a particular occasion become
"universalized" and codified as the epic becomes part of a larger literary

history -- and how that tradition, now already freighted with political
meaning of other epics that need themselves to be brought back to their

own original occasions. (13)

Seeing the Naisadha from the point of view of an active shaper or mediator rather
than the passive reflector of its surrounding culture recasts its role in Sanskrit

literary history, which has often been analogized to an encyclopedia or repository
of the period's cultural production. A.B. Keith makes an interesting point linking

historical consciousness with national feeling, remarkably citing the popularity of

121 See Chapter Four, section 1d, where stories of Sriharsa's demise at the hands of J ayacandra's

second wife (bhogapatni) Suhavadevi are recounted.
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the romance epic Naisadha over and above mere panegyric verse dressed up as
epic: "It has been well remarked that, while the pandits have copied and
commented with eagerness on the Naisadhiya of Sriharsa, they have allowed to
sink into oblivion the Navasahasankacarita, which he [Parimalapadmagupta]
wrote to celebrate the deeds of his patron."?® Professor Ram Karan Sharma sees
the Naisadha as a culmination of a literary milieu with roots in a larger socio-
political transition that began as early as the sixth and seventh centuries C.E.:
It was from the 6th-7th century onwards, that the Indian mind started
fortifying itself against something spiritual, philosophical or physical. This
tendency reflected itself in the literary creations as well . . . [t}he main
thrust of the Indian mind during this period, viz. the fortification against
some intellectual or physical onslaughts or the other--what we may call
vijigisha as against jijnasa of the various facts of Nature, the Satyam, the
Shivam and the Sundaram of an earlier generation. This fortifying
tendency reflects itself not only in the world of aesthetic creations but in
every intellectual behaviour during this period. The vast literature on

philosophy including commentaries, etc. is also impregnated with this
fortifying vijigisha tendency.'”

A metaphor of decay and chaos seems to be a common historiographical motif in
most accounts of Sanskrit culture during the first few hundred years of the second

millennium C.E."* Pausing over the Naisadha as a significant document of this

128 Keith 147. Keith seems to be drawing from Schlegel's thesis connecting epic poems and the
rekindling of national spirit: "A people are exalted in their feelings, and ennobled in their own
estimation, by the consciousness that they have been illustrious in ages that are gone by--that these
recollections have come down to them from a remote and heroic ancestry." ("On the Poetry of the
North." Schlegel, Lectures on the History of Literature, 1:15, Kritische Ausgabe, 6:16)

1 Sharma 473 '

130 pollock, for example, openly questions "the gradual loss of vitality of Sanskrit in various

spheres" during this period, citing the disintegration of political institutions, civic ethos, and
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period one wonders if perhaps this element of decay has been somewhat
overplayed by historians. The strong and vigorous continuities in both elite and
popular levels of society reflected in the Naisadha -- which admittedly cross genre,
geographical, gender, and class lines -- signal a new development within the
popular culture (in literature, the arts, and religious practices) that, far from being
decadent, actually alert one to the burgeoning synthesis of social and literary
modernity in South Asia. In not parroting its sources in terms of narrative plot,
theme, or sentiment, the Naisadha -- like many of the other mahakavya-s that
precede it -- constitutes an unwelcome fragmented text for many modern
commentators, one that has to be brought back into line. Thus, its deviance from
the Mahabharata tale on almost all fronts does not sit well with them. The
traditional commentators, whose literary education leads them to honor the
integrity of the text they are commenting on, generally do not interpret or revise
the motivations of their author but rather interpret in such a way as to expand the
poet's genius. The poet is generally their friend and so, they have no interest to
doubt his choices.

On account of information that is often coded or not directly related, the
question of how a Sanskrit literary work reflects its social, political, and broadly

historical contexts is fraught with problems and feels tricky to handle. Although it

competition with vernacular cultures as contributing elements. He wonders "what factors besides
newness of style or even subjectivity would have been necessary for consolidating a Sanskrit
modemity and . . . whether the social and spiritual nutrients that once gave life to this literary

culture could have mutated into the toxins that killed it." (395)
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seems unreasonable to demand conclusions from the available evidence, it is
perhaps appropriate to say that the formulation of Naisadha as romance -- open-
ended in its scope and reflective of the most valued elements of traditional culture
up to that time -- contributed significantly to its wide popularity and special

concern among those Indian audiences that preserved and promulgated its legacy.
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CHAPTER THREE: COMMENTARY'S ROLE IN ESTABLISHING
FRAMES FOR INTERPRETING NAISADHA

1. Shared Models, Rules, and Interpretive Strategies among Sanskrit
Commentators

While the professional pedagogues among the commentators have the task
of propagating some form of institutionalized education, even those who do not
appear to be professional readers'*! produce work that fulfills the authorized
requirements of some sort of institutionalized system of education. As such,
commentaries and sub-commentaries on a single text inserted into the same
canonical register coalesce into their own discrete traditions of use and
preservation.'”” Sometimes, especially when dealing with philosophical doctrines,
they are written to re-establish a doctrine through a scholarly study of subjects that
are unclearly grasped. More often the case with commentaries on §astra (such as
Abhinavagupta's Locana on Dhvanyaloka) than with poetry, this commentarial
aim to bring out the embedded philosophical import of the text finds expression in
Candupandita's "Lamp on Naisadha" (Naisadhadipika). Other kinds of

commentaries respond in light of what preceding commentaries say on the root

1! The Saiva ascetic Isanadeva, for example. See Handiqui xxvii-xxix

132 Gary Tubb explains the phenomenon (pg. 2):

Another striking feature of the Sanskrit tradition is the frequency with which works that
may as well have been independent treatises are cast into the external form of a
commentary on an earlier text. In this way many treatises of great originality have been
made to depend, at least nominally, on earlier works that they leave far behind . . . In
many such works the motives for writing in the form of a commentary go beyond the aim
of providing exegesis, and include the desire to associate oneself with an established
authority -- to present one's views as a worthy unfolding of time-honored tradition.
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text, often serving an organizational role that attempts to make all of the available
opinions easily accessible. For example, Bhagiratha's "Light on the hidden
meanings of Naisadha" (Nai,sadhagudhérthadipikd) gives notes and extracts from
a number of earlier commentators, besides offering his own interpretations.'**
This archival function seems largely rooted in an intellectual culture's desire to
voice different interpretive attempts in order to appropriate their ideas, expand
their own findings, or to criticize them. Though rarely mentioning other
commentaries (or commentators) by name, a commentator often records, expands
on, or diminishes another commentator's viewpoints by internalizing them into his
own text. There are also commentaries that seem to largely use the root text as a
pretext to articulate one's own independent ideas -- a phenomenon most often seen
in the realm of philosophy (the Vedanta philosophers Saiikara, Ramanuja,
Vallabha, Madhva, etc. on Gita, for example) but somewhat observable in
allegorical readings of Naisadha and in Sridhara's commentary, which relishes in
stretching the potential meanings of the text as far as it can. The majority of
commentaries on kavya distinguish themselves by "discovering" ever more

charming, hidden, or unclear meanings in light of their poetic beauties. They

13 Bhagiratha quotes Narahari, Laksmanabhatta, Narayana, Vi§ve$vara, Jagaddhara, Tandava,
Mukuta, Jivatu, and other commentators and commentaries, according to Pt. Vindhye$variprasad in
his Sanskrit introduction to Tarkikaraksa. Jani quotes an incomplete verse of Bhagiratha's:
adhyapakam vina yo naisadhagudharthdipikam tikam / paSyati rasanagre tu vagdevi tasya sphurati
bhr§am (?). See Jani 13.
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strive to introduce to the connoisseurs (sahrdaya) their own enjoyment of the
diverse experience of the poet's meanings.

Common to all the commentaries is the fundamental desire to effect for the
reader an adequate comprehension of the poem's literal meanings. Generally, the
literal meaning of a word, phrase, or verse is shared indistinguishably among the
commentators. There are, however, occasions where the literal meaning itself
becomes a site of considerable contestation, usually when grammatical feasibility,
ambiguous figuration or secondary senses of a word trigger alternative responses
in commentators' reading. Therefore, while the act of making comprehensible the
text's literal meanings may often be regarded to be the simplest of the
commentator's tasks, it sometimes turns out to present the very locus for argument
and interpretation. As concerns the literal meaning itself, therefore, an implicit
motivation of Sanskrit commentary seems to center on assimilating the text into a
fixed system of authoritative character by talking about it in a mode of discourse
that it feels the culture will take as "natural." The fact of controversies arising, of
course, belies its natural uniformity and inherently marks it as discursive, whether
or not the commentators themselves acknowledge the fact. Generally, most
commentators observe and comment on a given piece of text to establish
grammatical and logical relationships, often dividing words in such a way as to
construct levels of meaning, diminish ambiguity, or to implicitly endorse a certain

view as the singularly correct one.
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With the Sanskrit commentary on literature, this generally means situating
the text in the established norms of the lexicons (kosa), grammar
(vyakarana$astra), thetoric and customary poetic usage (alamkarasastra and
sahityasastra). In addition, the commentator often refers to a series of chosen
texts to support or refute a point of literary, thematic or grammatical interest.
Beyond these technical materials, the orthodox exegete usually assumes logical
formulae (nyaya-s), poetic conventions (kavisainketa), and popular usage
(prasiddhi) -- informed by culture and common sense -- that should govern the
poet's creation. If the processes and "correct" usages of the composition can be
identified by the commentator and made comprehensible to the student, the text
slides into its role as a cultural model of meaning and coherence. Correlatively, if
the text deviates from its "model" behavior, the commentator can exemplify
"incorrect" usage by deconstructing the "flaws" (dosa-s) in the text. It is perhaps
for this reason -- the determination of what makes a poet's language effective or
ineffective -- that a preponderance of hermeneutic processes present in a Sanskrit
commentary revolve around sensitivity to the "rules" of traditional grammar,
customary poetic usage and all available lexicographical resources. The Naisadha
has exercised the commentators' eye for detail and allusion on all of these fronts in
a manner unprecedented in the Sanskrit kavya -- hence its stunning success in
Sanskrit culture's traditional institutions of learning.

In terms of grammuar, the structure of the commentaries primarily hinges

around the commentator's favored method of analysis in terms of word, meaning,
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and syntax. The two types of word analysis (vigraha) are known as 'non-technical
analysis (laukikavigraha), explanations of words without using technical Paninian
terminology, and 'technical analysis' (alaukikavigraha), where the Paninian

13 Alongside the foundational science of grammar,

formation (prakriya) is given.
the hermeneutic impulses of a Sanskrit commentator on kavya invariably
presupposes a critical investment into the fundamentals of the sahityaSastra as

well which, among other things, includes: identifying the identifying the poem's
"poetic-ness (kavyalaksana)" in terms of its chief emotional sentiments (rasa),
figures of speech and sense (alamkara), diction (vrtti), style (riti), and poetic
conventions (kavisamaya); discovering the dynamics of its language
($abdavyapara) in connection with its denotative (abhidha), connotative (laksana),
and suggestive (vyafijana) power; delineating the hero (nayaka) and heroine's
(nayaki) various psychological states; and deliberating on its tradition-bound
poetic virtues (guna) and faults (dosa) of poetic usage from the point of view of

traditional taste. Technical information is often conveyed in technical language

and generally deals with the grammaticality of an utterance, its meter, and the

134 As will be seen below, complex formations (vrtt) and compounds (samdsa) are almost
exclusively explained through non-technical analysis in Mallinatha's commentaries. For example,

in Nc 1.1, Mallinatha glosses the first element of the compound sitacchatrita-kirtimandalam
"(whose) circle of fame was a white umbrella" in the following way: "white umbrella'
(sitacchatritam) can be taken as 'forming a white umbrella' (sitacchatram krtam); that is to say,

forming a royal parasol (sitatapatrikrtam)."
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important figures of speech and sense.'* Finally, the semantic dimension of the
verse is generally accounted for through the provision of synonyms, complex
rewordings, or allusions to traditional dictionaries (kosa).

Though they occasionally open up the text's semantic and pragmatic
potential for the reader, rarely do these commentaries move away from their
literalist mentality. In assimilating the literary text into a discursive order that
reflects organic unity and coherence with an absence of the strange or deviant, the
traditional Sanskrit exegete usually employs conventional formulae to rationally
explain, justify, or elaborate through the prism of well-defined and acceptable
methods of analysis. Taking an unassuming approach to interpretation, these
formal commentaries follow a conservative structuring. Either they conform to a
subject-centered word-by-word method (dandanvaya) or take a verb-centered
approach that tackles syntactic units (kkandanvaya).'*® Unlike certain Sanskrit

commentaries on philosophical texts, where one can pinpoint a specific focus that

133 Gary Tubb and Emery Boose explain the kavya commentator's schemata for delivering
important information about grammar, meter, and alafikdara: "While most commentators place
analyses in ordinary language alongside the formations being analyzed, comments using technical
language and arguments on technical matters are treated like quotations from dictionaries: some
commentators insert them in the relevant place in the running commentary, and others bunch them
together at the end of the commentary on the verse or section of the original text. Comments on
technical matters concerning the verse or section as a whole (e.g., the explanation of the meter in
which the verse is written or of a poetic figure involving the whole verse) are nearly always at the
end, unless they are worked into the introduction (avatarana) to the comment on that verse or
section” (114)

136 These two methods are elaborated on below.
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carries throughout, the kavya commentaries generally reflect an eclectic approach
to the material that invites no easy characterization of the various technical idioms,
logical strategies, and grammatical complexes used by commentators."”’

In conjunction with these basic techniques, when necessary, a commentator
sometimes brings to the forefront a series of relevant adjunct texts from a carefully
constructed textual hierarchy to clarify or bolster his position. The Sanskrit
exegetical tradition is, as Robert Goldman explains, a highly "literate intellectual
culture of reference" where the commentary constitutes merely the superstructure
for the multiple genres that actually construct the text. The citations of certain
texts available in Naisadha commentaries reflect the ways in which the text may
have been constructed in a given historical context or literary milieu. Their choice
of quotation informs the texts that were being read and studied at the time, what
types of knowledge were in currency, and the kinds of approaches that were

138

accepted as legitimate in the understanding of texts.” Certain commentators, for

example, repeatedly may reference a text popular during their time while

137 A detailed presentation of the Sanskrit commentator's technical usages and overall craft can be
found in Gary A. Tubb and Emery Boose's Scholastic Sanskrit: A Handbook for Students (1999,
Unpublished)

13 pt_$rinivas Rath surmises that gatherings (sabha-s) of scholars must have occurred regularly
where the text was discussed. Thus, he feels, every significant commentary summarizes not only

an individual's sensibility but the questions and tastes of a whole period.
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discussing an issue raised by the poem."” Sometimes, when a commentator brings
these texts forward to either firm up his own stated position or to offer up an
alternative position of another commentator that he cites, it generally indicates a
sign of stress within the text. Perhaps it indicates the stress between the text and
the particular point of view of the commentator. Either the commentator or the
implied reader of these commentaries, i.e. the audience that shared the
commentator's worldview, is understood to have questions and doubts about the
matter at hand. In response to these doubts, the commentator does his best to
resolve them and to deflect the potential critiques that such a commentary
willingly invites. The very nature of the Naisadha in particular -- and its utility as
a social marker of learned respectability -- inspired a peculiar competition among
commentators to display their learning. This fact of the Naisadha tradition,
coupled with the obligatory reverence accorded to the poet and text, becomes clear
in some of the pre-commentary verses or stray remarks that the commentators
make. Itis here that one may gauge the hermeneutic attitudes inspired by the

Naisadha and carried forth generationally.

13 éridhara, for example, favors the Sarasvatikanthabharana when dealing with rhetorical issues,
while Mallinatha opts to use the classic Kavyaprakasa or the Sahityadarpana. A more detailed

look at the hierarchy of textual reference among Naisadha commentators is taken up below.
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Opening remarks: avatarapa-s on Naisadha 1.1

Before beginning their discussion on the first verse of the kavya, most
commentators follow the tradition of providing substantial prefatory remarks
(avatarana or avataranika) outlining the subject of the poem (visaya), the
relationship (sambandha) of their commentary with the subject matter, the ultimate
aim in composing a commentary (prayojana) and occasionally a nod to the
intended audience (adhikari)."* As will be seen in a later section, sometimes
commentators provide some of this information not in the opening remarks to the
first verse but rather in carefully crafted verses that aim to distinguish their work
from that of others. Before verses in the heart of the narration, the commentator's
pre-verse context-seﬁsitive remarks often incorporate an implied reader's purported
questions and doubts of narrative logic and customary propriety. Often it is as
simple as providing a few transitional words to clarify the narrative situation as,
for example, when two or more verses are to be construed together (yugma) or
when there is some sort of ellipsis and words must be added to complete the sense.
In the beginning of the poem, however, as one sees with the Naisadha
commentators on 1.1, the commentaries -- in various forms -- generally address

the question of why the poet chose to begin his poem the way he does and whether

140 5 A.F Roodbergen remarks on the "intended audience" of Sanskrit commentaries (7):

A Sanskrit commentary is not meant for the general reader, because this commodity does
not exist on the Indian subcontinent in the field of Sanskrit literature. It is written for a
relatively small circle of learners and of the learned (including sahrdayas and specialists).
Accordingly, much could be left understood or could otherwise be handled by means of
hints or the barest of references.
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or not it conforms to tradition.

Commentaries on the first verse of the Naisadha (Nc 1.1), in addition to
exhibiting the array of hermeneutic styles employed by the traditional Sanskrit
commentator, underscore several of the major trends that define the development
of the Naisadha tradition from the point of view of its reception among the
Sanskrit literati: its noteworthy use of figures of sound and sense, its potential for
semantic multiplicity, and its utilization of and intertextuality with the vast
resources of Sanskrit language, literature, and culture. The introductory sections
of several of the commentators also raise issues about the logic of the poem's
structure, its propriety aesthetically, its textual authenticity, the kinds of effective
and ineffective poetic usages (dosa) it contains and in two cases at least, pointed
information about the alleged historical circumstances behind the poet's
composition of the text. All of these themes inevitably become a staple of
Naisadha studies for later generations of readers.

The most basic of statements provides an implicit theory of interpretation
around specific ways of seeing and articulating the text, usually presupposing a
general assumption of the text's nature and establishing a context for the entire
body of the work.  Vidyadhara, for example, stresses the importance of
Naisadha's literary craft and the necessity of understanding it in order to grasp the
text's elusive meaning. Regarding Nc 1.1, Vidyadhara writes:

In this verse, alliteration is the poetic figure of sound. There being an

analogy drawn between nectar (sudha) and (Nala's) story (katha), because
there is demonstrated superiority of the story [here the tenor of the
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comparison] and an undervaluing of the nectar [here the vehicle of the
comparison], there is also an inverted simile (vyatireka) here. And also,
since there is a play on words (that provides) a sense of Nala in terms of
the narrative context and a sense of the Sun (Surya) in an extratextual
context, there is the figure of paranomasia (§lesa). Because there is no
difference posited with the Sun, there is (the figure of) metaphor (ritpaka).
Therefore, according to the maxim of the sesame seed and rice, here there
is (the figure of) commingling (safikara)."*

Vidyadhara's commentary inaugurates the critical discourse on Naisadha by
emphasizing its literary merits in terms of figures of speech (alamkara) and beauty
of expression:
The best of scholars consider that beautiful commentary which bears the
stamp of literary knowledge (sahityavidyadhari) as an illuminator of all
nine poetic sentiments. By virtue of its beauty, the commentary has
achieved an eternal place in its relationship with the heart-purifying story
of Nala.'*?
Jani writes about Vidyadhara's Sahityavidyadhari ("commentary which holds the
knowledge of literature"): "[It] explains each stanza from the point of view of
Indian rhetorics and thus justifies the title."'* K.K. Handiqui adds: "The
Sahityavidyadhari is not a learned work, but it is the earliest known commentary

to grapple with the difficulties of Sriharsa's poem."'* Others too have followed

this lead of commenting on the Naisadha's poetic character in their comments on

11 atra §loke 'nuprasah sabdalamkarah. sudhakathayor aupamye pratite sati sudhan adaratvena
kathadhikyapratipadanad vyatireko 'rthalamkaro 'pi. anyac ca nalasiliryavarnanayoh prakaranika
'prakaranikayoh §listapadopanibandhe §lesalamkaro'pi. siiryena sahabhedapratipadanad riipakam.
tasmat tilatandulanydyenatra samkarah' iti vidyadharaviracitasahityavidyadhari.

142 j1ladyotitagidhabhavasubhagilamkaravrndanvita samsevya sumanovarair navarasaprollasini

§obhana. cittdsecanake nalasya carite baddhaspada ya sada tika kantigunanviti jayati sa
sahityavidyadhari..

3 Jani 77

1 Handiqui xxvi
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the first verse. Caritravardhana, for example, explains in his Tilaka commentary
that Sriharsa has used alaiikdra (anuprasa and §lesa the most, occasionally
yamaka) only to further the meaning, not to produce artificial verse in a peculiar
shape (bandha-s)."*

While Vidyadhara sees the text as difficult on account of its literary
effects, his near contemporary Candupandita conceives the text along the lines of
its philosophical rhetoric (in his opening verses).'* In his avatarana to Nc 1.1,
however, he introduces elements of history, legend, and a theory of the text's
production. He then provides customary remarks about the propriety of making

the first verse of a kavya an homage to a deity (margalacarana) or indicatory of

the plot (vastunirdesa):

The poet, desirous of writing the Khandana to refute the views of Udayana,
who had insulted his father, saw that his mind was perpetually perturbed by
the four purusartha-s. So he fulfilled them in the Muktiksetra at Banaras
and after having attained the tranquillity of mind . . . he wrote the work
and refuted the arguments of his antagonist. But later on, seeing that his
work could not satisfy the appreciative people, as it was full of dry
arguments, the poet, to please them, wrote a poem full of different
sentiments. And so, in the beginning of a treatise, in order to pronounce a
benediction for the listeners so that the text may be completed without
obstruction, homage for one's desired deity is performed in observance of
wise custom. This is not done here. Since repeating of Nala's name is
itself auspicious and because the pious glorification of his (name) scatters
sin upon sin, what need is there for the eradication of obstructions? In such
a way, therefore, there is a benediction (in the very) remembering of those
who embody the highest auspiciousness, beginning with (figures such as)
Nala, Bharata, Sahasrarjuna, and Prthu. And so, the tradition of repeating

15 ¢riharsair yamakamurajasarvatobhadrapramukhan bandhan arthapustikaran
anadrtyarthapustikaro 'nuprasabhidha$abdalafikdrah prayah prayuyuje.

146 Vidyadhara and Candupandita's concemn with Naisadha as a "difficult" text is dealt with below.
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the holy name of Nala and Damayanti destroys (the ill-effects of) this

debased age. In describing Nala first, the author thus fashions a benedictory

statement.'*’
In the first half of the above passage, Candupandita provides details of a semi-
historical biography of the poet and a set of anecdotes about the composition of the
Naisadha that become magnified in the work of later writers.'*® In the latter half
of the opening, Candu invokes the "wise custom" [codified in §astra] of
inaugurating a text with a benediction. Instead of seeing the first verse as a
benediction, however, he negates this possibility by alluding to the ancient
tradition of regarding the name of Nala itself as benedictory, citing other
luminaries from the purana-s similar to Nala in this regard. Narayana, who has
written the most widely used commentary on Naisadha, discloses his Vaisnava

perspective on the text by seeing the first verse not as a benediction to Nala but

rather to Rama:

7 prathamam tavat kavir vijigisukathdyam svapituh paribhavukam udayanam pratyamarsanataya
kataksayan tadgranthagranthin udgrathayitum khandanam praripsu$ caturvidhapurusarthair
abhimanam avaciyamanam avadhirya manasam ekatanatdm anindya. tathi ca $rivaranasyam
muktiksetre 'nubhiitaparabrahmasvartipo [gafigadar§anadind dharmakarmamadhyasinah
drstipurahsthitasvayattmerusikharatulya-sauvarnaniskarasidar§anena vasikrtarthapurusarthah
sodasavarsabhir navayauvanavatibhir apiirvalavanyasampattibhih pramadabhih

sndnodvartanabho janadyupacaracaturdbhih paricaryamanataya kifikarikrtakdmapurusirthah.] evam
caturbhir api purusarthair anaksiptahrdayataya grantham nirmaya tadgranthan khandanayuktibhih
khandasah khanditavan. tatra ca karka$atarkodarkatvat $riigaradirasapradhdnam aparitosam
sambhivya tadavarjanaya rasapradhanam kdvyam idam cakara.

tata$ ca §astrarambhe nirvighnena granthasamaptaye Srotrnam mafgaldcaranaya
Sistacaraparipalanaya 'dhikrtabhistadidevatabhyo namaskarah pratipadyah. sa ca na krtah. yato
nalasya punyaslokatvat tatsamkirtanad aghaughavighattanat kuto vighnanighnata? tatha
prthusahasrarjunabharatanalaprabhrtinam smaranam paramamafigalahetuh ato mafigalicaranam apy
asti. tatha ca $istacaro 'pi naladamayantikirtanam kalina$anam iti. ato granthakirah prathamam
nalam eva varmayan mafigalacaranam aracayati --

18 Candu's account here of these details are discussed later in light of his and other commentators'

role in constructing a literary history.
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One ought to perform a benediction in order to complete the desired
composition without obstacles and for the continuance of tradition.
[According to the poetics text "Light on Poetry" (Kavyaprak$asa)], "the
opening (consists of) either a blessing, a homage (to a deity), or an
indication of the subject matter." The poet Sriharsa, the author of the
composition, addresses his benediction with an embedded mantra (sabija)

in a veiled form of homage to his desired deity (Rama), the lord of the

Raghus. Others, however, say that the benediction is characterized by the

indication of the specific subject matter (vis’is_tavastunirdeéa).149
Narayana's reference to an embedded mantra suggesting homage to Rama points to
a significant aspect of the Naisadha tradition that sees the poem as an unfolding of
sacred sounds invoking various deities and metaphysical powers. Although the
tradition of the poem'’s embedded cintamani mantra invoking Srividya
(Tripuradevi) is intrinsically introduced by the text itself and reinforced by the
Sanskrit commentators, a popular tradition has transformed the first verse into a
devotional prayer to a host of deities including the cosmic serpent Ananta, the
Earth goddess, and the Sun.'*®

On the other hand, one notices in the opening comments of Mallinatha on
Nc 1.1 an understanding of the poem's benedictory nature rooted not in any

extratextual context of deity homage but rather as grounded in the fundamentals of

the sahityasastra:

19 cikirsitasya granthasya nirvighnasamaptyartham $istacaraparipraptam 'asir namaskriya
vastunirde$o vapi tanmukham' (KP 1/2) iti mafgaldcaranam kartavyam iti granthakrcchriharsanama
kavir gidam sabijaraghunathabhistadevatanamaskararfipam mafigalam &carati. anye tu
'vi$istavastunirdeSalaksanam mafigalam' ity ahuh..

150 The tradition of seeing the poem as an allegory for many narratives, including an extended
praise-poem to various deities, is well-known. It is treated in this thesis at a later section in the

context of Sridhara's commentary and the poem's semantic possibilities.
ry P p
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Because it is a vehicle toward acquiring different kinds of prosperity rooted
in the poem and because of the authority of literary scholars (alafikarika-s)
who say that "a poem (is a vehicle toward) fame, wealth, knowledge of life
in the world, the eradication of the non-beneficial, instant enlightenment,
and a link to the kind of advice offered by a lover," and also keeping in
sight the prohibition applied to inferior poems that, "one should avoid
poetry and chit-chat," the respected poet Sriharsa desires to compose a
poem called, "The Story of Nala (Naisadha)". Because such things as a
benediction to wipe away obstacles toward a desired end is one of the
many ways to open a poem -- [indicated in the statement] that, "the
opening (consists of) either a blessing, a homage (to a deity), or an
indication of the subject matter," -- he [Sriharsa, in the verse beginning
with the words], 'having drunk (nipiya),' indicates an auspicious subject in
the form of King Nala, who is the hero of the story.'”!

The Aksaradipika (A lamp on/for the words/syllables (of Naisadha) of
Sridharastiri reflects an impulse to anthologize all available approaches and

readings, combining an appreciation for all of the above perspectives. He first

divides his discussion in two parts, beginning in the following way:

Bhojar3ja, in his [work on rhetorics] Sarasvatikanthabharana ("Necklace
on the Goddess of Speech"), explains: "According to the words of the
learned masters, the opening of a poem should pay homage by either
offering benediction or providing the specific subject matter of the poem.
Even a hint of the poet's (artful) use of language serves as an ornament to
the ear of the learned. If the hero is described, he ought to possess
extraordinary qualities." Introduced during a significant narrative context
in the Mahabharata, which begins with, "There was a powerful king
named Nala, son of Virasena," Nala possesses extraordinary virtues and is
the very embodiment of auspiciousness. This poem has accepted him
alone as its hero, having dismissed [the possibility] of there being another
hero, in order to repel what is inauspicious and in order to promote the
[successful completion of] all desirable purposes. With the first words, the

13! atha tatra bhavan $riharsakavih 'kavyam yasase 'rthakrte vyavaharavide §ivetaraksataye. sadyah
paranirvrtaye kantasammitatayopade$ayuje..' ity alafikarikavacanapramanyat
kavyasthanekasreyahsadhanatvac ca 'kavyalapams ca varjayed' iti tannisedhasyasatkavyavisayatam
pas$yan naisadhakhyam mahakavyam cikirsu$ cikirsitarthavighnaparisamaptihetoh 'a$ir namaskriya
vastunirde$o vapi tanmukham' ity 35ir adyanyatamasya prabandhamukhalaksanatvat
kathanayakasya rajfio nalasya itivrtariipam mafgalam vastu nirdisati -- nipiyeti
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poet utters a great benediction in the form of the subject matter itself, doing
so for the sake of continuing a tradition passed down from teachers to
students and to eliminate any obstacles to the poem's completion. 152

Using what must have been the popuia;r poetics text of the day, the
Sarasvatikanthabharana, rather than the classic Kavyaprakasa that his
predecessors use,'”® Sridhara thus follows Candu, Narayana and Mallinatha in
addressing the requirements of the sahitya$astra and bookends his remarks with a
lengthy discussion of the poem's literary quaiities and the nature of its ineffective
poetic usages (dosa):

(In determining) the meaning of the words, a cause for apprehension arises
(because of the poet's fondness for) mixing figures of speech
(sanikaralankara), i.e. suggestion (dhvani), double meaning (§lesa),
hyperbole (atiSayokti), metaphor (ripaka), etc. The teachers of rhetoric
have spoken of this mixing figure of speech (sankaralamkara) as, "a figure
of speech within a figure of speech." The (thetorics text) "Necklace on the
Goddess of Speech" (Sarasvatikanthabharana) speaks of forty-eight
ineffective poetic usages (dosa) in all: "there are sixteen faults of words,
sentences, and the meanings of sentences." There are not that many dosa-s
here (in this work). The flow (emphasizes) alliteration (varnanuprasa).
There are many effective poetic usages beginning with compactness of
letters (§lesa) that have an alliterative (varnanuprasa) flow. Alliteration
refers to (musical) speech clusters, as is sPoken of in (another rhetorics text
called) "The luminator (Pradipika)" . . .">*

132 atha tatra tavad amandarasamandiram dnandasa[bda??] sakalasafijatam kantam (?)kdvyam
drabhyamanah kivyanam adau -- 'a88ir namaskrtya vastunirde$o va 'pi tanmukham ity
aptavacandnurodhac ca kaver alpa 'pi vagvrttir vidvat karnavatamsini. niyako yadi varnyeta
lokottaragunottaral' iti sarasvatikanthabharane bhojarajena pradarSitatvat. asid raja nalo nama
virasenasuto balityadindm mahabharate mahata sandarbhena sakalalokottaragunasalitaya
punyaslokataya ca nalasya satatvat sakalaprayojanamaulibhiitasivetaraksataye ca nayakantaram
vihdya tam eva kivye kathandyakam urarikrtya kavyasya vighnaparisamapti-

Sisyapra$isyapracaranartham vastunirde$am eva mahamafigalam acaraty adyena padyena ---

133 Mallinatha seems to favor a set of alafikdra texts, including the Sahityadarpana, the
Alarnikarasarvasva, and the Prataparudriya in addition to the Kavyaprakasa.

13 sabdartho bhayasaktimiilo dhvani§lesatisayoktiriipakadinam anuvrtya safikarolafikarah yad
uktam Zlafikarikaih -- alafikare 'pyalafikarassafikara ucyata iti dosah padanam vakyanam
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The above passage continues with Sridhara aiming to exhaust the topic of the ways
in which the Naisadha measures up to the delineations of the alamkarasastra.
Some of these points will be taken up the context of discussing the Naisadha's

reception as a "flawed" text.

The most unique opening statement among all the available Naisadha
commentators is found in Gadédhara's tika, called Naisadhasudhamadhu
("Honeyed nectar of the Naisadha"). As seen earlier, in his avataranika
(Introduction) he chooses primarily to deal with a technical textual issue that
exercised his predecessors and needed, to his mind, some sort of definitive
closure.' In addition, however, he (like Candu) provides a historical gloss on the
text's composition and reiterates information about Sriharsa's alleged patron,

information that is corroborated and refuted elsewhere in quasi-historical

accounts ! 562

Sriharsa was the best among the royal pandits of the king Govindacandra
of Banaras. He had dedicated himself to the philosophical studies and had
written works like Khandana. Other jealous pandits, who were thinking
very highly of their poetic achievements, were laughing at him every day,
when he entered the court, with the words: 'Here comes the dry desert
incarnate, with the Sami trees of Tarka in abundance.' Once Sriharsa came
to know of this, through one of his partisans and to exhibit his poetic
powers he wrote a Mahakavya called Nalacarita and presented it to the

viakyarthanam ca sodasa" iti sarasvatikanthabharanokta astacatvarim$ad dosascatra na santi
varnanuprasagatir iti §lesadayo bahavo gunas santi stabakavan nama varpanuprasah uktafi ca
pradipikdyam --

135 Cited and discussed earlier in the context of commentaries determining the critical text of the
Naisadha.

1% particularly in Rajasekharastiri's Prabandhakosa.
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king, who, being highly pleased with it, offered thenceforth two seats to the
poet -- one among the logicians (tarkavadin) and the other among the poets
(sahityavadin). He also offered him two betel leaves and a title 'Poet-
philosopher (kavipandita). In desiring to compose this poem, this poet's
first (thought might have been): "What hero-king existed in this world,
who was stoic and yet charming? I will make such a personality the hero
of my story, which will surpass even the taste of nectar. Because he was
thinking about this again and again for a long time and devotedly
practicing the Cintamani mantra, it is said that an answer flashed forth.
And having (mentally) received the first verse beginning with the phrase
"having drunk" (nipiya), he composed the poem out loud. The point of all
this is to say that in doing so, the poet is saying: "I coronate as the hero of
this story a king named Nala, who in the Golden Age was adorned with
virtue upon virtue." In the second verse, beginning with the words 'the
story with sentiments (rasaih katha)', however, there is an indication of
(the poem's) subject-matter (vastunirdesa). This poet is reiterating the
same meaning (indicated in the first verse) in a different style. Some,
however, say that the first verse itself presents the story's subject matter
and that the second verse is a variant reading. Others say that (this second
verse) supplements the (idea) from the previous verse, but that they share a
singular purpose, (having a semantic relationship) of a kisser [becoming a
kisser] because of a kiss. And so, in saying that "it is just a variant
reading," one means that it (the content of the second verse) attains the
position of being a cause of that (idea expressed in the first verse) . . .
Sensing that this idea might be misconstrued, the poet has thus in 1.2,
under the guise of a variant reading, purposefully extended the expression
of his desired meaning. And, therefore, in doing this, the gifted [poet]
exhibits the profound maturity of his poetic efforts. Otherwise, why
wouldn't this all-knowing poet embed in a single verse the primary subject
matter in an uncontroversial and felicitous manner? I offer this comment
based on my own learning and common sense. The secret truth of the
matter only the poet knows. To merely tender an original response is the
connoisseur's lot.'”’

17iti ha §riiyate. varanasyam govindracandro nama raja babhiiva. yatha 'stindro 'maravatyam.
tasya sabh3yam bahavah pandita babhtiveh. manditah sadgunaughena. tesu ca sarvesu $riharsah
parsanmandanam. yah kila krtavan khandanam. sa punah sarvajfiah khalu vimr§ya taratamyam
succhayayasarasam nikatataravartidharmarthakam agram agaminim sahityasaranim anadrtya
vicchayavirase durataravartiparamapadagamini pramanamarge lagna. tam ca yathavasaram
anusarantam nrpasamsadamapare matsarinah prathamopagatah sahityarasilataruvanam manyah
paraspara 'sya viksapurahsaram upahasanti sma prativasaram "samprapto'yam
tarkasamitarupurasannive$ah saksan marur eva desa" iti. ekada tu sahasopasthitena tena te lifigair
ullifigitah svamanusandhiya dhyayantah kimapi visadrsam glidam. prstas ca kascana
tatsamipavarti svaptah "kim etesam dustadinam idrSavicestitam" iti. kathitam ca tena tatsarvam
tasmai yathavadanupiirvya. atha 'sau vidvan abhimanavan kilaitat kimapi §riigararasadhima
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The historical account given by Gadadhara will be assessed in a later section that
deals with the commentators' role in constructing a literary history of Naisadha.
Gadadhara's focus here on matters associated with the text's reception in light of
other scholarly opinions hints at the lively intellectual debates that must have
surrounded the poem at an early period. His specific interest to clarify the poet's
intentions, as he sees them, and to recapitulate prevailing opinions on the matter
distinguishes his commentary from the others. The specific arguments above have
previously discussed in the context of the commentators' role in constituting a

critical text of the Naisadha.

nalacaritanama samudravadandvyam mahakavyam vinirmaya nyavedayat tasmai nrpaya
pratyaksadevaya. tatas ca vidvan esa vi§esavidusas tasmat suprasannat tarkavedisv ekam
sahityavedisv ekam iti sabahumanam asanadvayam labhate sma. tambtiladvayam ca "kavipandita"
iti ca namantaram lebhe . . . prathamata$ casya kaveh kdvyam idam nirmatum icchatah -- ko'atra
jagati tathavidhah khalu dhiralalitah ksitipatir abhlid yam aham iha jitasudharasakatham
kathandyakam karomiti. bhitya$ ciram cintayatah samyag upasitasya cintamanimantrasya
prasadadyah kila ‘rtho ‘ntah prasphurat sa eva nipiyety adav addimasloke bahir upanibaddhah. yo
'yam evam gunagunalafikrtah krtayuge nalo nama ksitipatir &sit tam aham iha kathayam
nayakapade 'bhiseksyamiti catra tatparyarthal. rasaihkathety adau dvitiyasloke tu
vastunirde$arGipataya tam evartham bhafigya kavir ayam aniiktavan.. kecit tu prathamasiokam eva
vastunirde$yapratipadakam 3hur dvitiyam tu pathantaram. mukhartipasya
piirvaslokasyaikarthatvena pratimukharlipataya cumbanac cumbako 'yam ity apare. tac ca
pathantara eva samavisatiti tenaiva tatkaryam avapyate. atra pakse ca bhiipalaparyayasya
ksitiraksinah iti vidheyapadasyottarardhe nirdeso yuktah. yasya katham nipiya budhas tatha
sudhdm api nadriyante sa tathavidhah khalu nalo nima ksitipatih plirvam asid iti.
kathavastunirde$o hi viSesanasya vidheyatvam . . . prathams$loke vidheyantidyavaisadr§yam
budhinam sudhayamanadarahetor anupadanan nirhetutvam ca diisanam asafikamanah kavir ayam
tasyaivartham dvitiyasloke pathantardpadesena sayuktikam krtva pratyapipadat. evam ca
S§rimatd'nena nijasya kavikarmanah khalu praudhih pradar$ita. anyatha kavir ayam sarvajiiah
sadvastunirde§aparam sagunam nirdosam catraikameva §lokam kim na vidadhyat. iti maya
yathd$rutam yathamati ca vyakhyatam. nijam rahasyam tu kavir eva veda. vydkhyanavi§esam tu
sahrdaya iti.
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Making the Literal Meaning Clear: Candu and Mallinatha on Naisadha 1.1

Although the opening statements initiate and direct a discourse on the text
in various directions, the Sanskrit commentary's chief raison d'etre lies in
facilitating the comprehension of the text for the intended reader. Sanskrit
commentary on literature has been largely approached as a series of literal, pared-
down expressions whose primary function is to facilitate basic comprehension.
Often dressed in a style of a reader's terse early-response notes, the commentary's
surface appearance of emphasizing the value of literal meanings understandably
may influence one into thinking of them as faceless, interchangeable acts. In fact,
there are at least eighteen different types of commentary-- at least nominally -- in
the Sanskrit tradition, many of them overlapping in function.'®

Certain statements from the traditional literature seem to corroborate these
common conceptions with their pithy encapsulations of what exegesis does. The
Nyayakosa, for example, quotes the Parasarapurana in, "identifying the useful
services offered by the Sanskrit commentaries":"

The five characteristics of a commentary are the provision of word

division, meaning of the words, analysis of grammatical complexes,
construing of the sentences, and the answering of objections.wo

138 These types of commentary are: tika, nirukta, bhasya, vyakhya, karika, vrtti,
vartika, paiijika, ctirpi, niryukti, vivarana, tippani, dipika, tilaka, phakkika,
samiksa, paddhati, samgraha.

139 Tubb 10.

19 sadacchedah padarthoktir vigraho vakyayojana / aksepesu samadhanam vyakhyanam
paiicalaksanam //. Another variation of this verse is offered by Dr. R&mamuni Pandeya, where not

86

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Another convenient summary of the tradition's notion of commentary's formal
functions lists the five characteristics of fika as providing word-division, a
statement of words in their order of construction, the examinations of compounds
and such, the explanation of the word's meaning(s), and a statement of the author's

11 These very clear descriptions (or prescriptions?) of what

semantic intention.
commentary does (should do) implies an attitude that views the text as a stable
resource whose semiotic code can be cracked with the tools of sound grammatical
knowledge and lexicographical diligence. If this were the case, of course, then
there would not be a need for more than a single, well-performed act of exegesis.
Commentators on literature may argue over whether or not a given work
has many "right" interpretations or a single one, or over whether, "right"
interpretations can be distinguished from "wrong" ones or, as in the case of
Nuaisadha which could have many equally reasonable interpretations, if there is
such a thing as an identity of the text. But identifying the syntax of the text marks
it in a way that stands outside of attempts to give it semantic or literary
interpretation. In other words, the commentators' identification of the syntax of
the language may have little or no bearing on what they feel the text specifically

refers to. The structuring of the commentaries seem to reflect a natural reading

process in its dealing with the immediate contexts of word and syntax, on the one

five, but six characteristics of tika are mentioned: padacchedah padarthasca vigraho vakyayojana /
dksepasca samadhanam vyakhyanam sadvidham viduh //

11 1hadacchedo 'nyayoktis ca samasadivivecanam/ padarthabodhas tatparyo
vyakhyavayavapaficakam'
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hand, and the total contexts of interpretation and information about grammar,
trope, and narrative on the other. The commentators generally emphasize one of
two methods to explain the syntax of the text, although combinations of the two
methods are apparently not rare. Commentators like Mallinatha prefer the subject-
centered word-by-word method that takes each word in the order contained within
the hemistichs (dandanvaya or simply anvayamukhi), while some like
Candupandita and Narayana prefer the more analytical verb-centered method that
deals with syntactic units (khandanvaya) or the more evocative kathambhiitini
style, so named for question-based analysis of syntax). Both have been postulated
to have roots in the oral tradition of the Vedas.'®?

The dandanvaya (or anvayamukhi) provides the meaning of the verse
gradually according to its syntax, explaining the case inflections (vibhakti) of the
nouns, compounds (samasa), and other grammatical formations. At the end, the
commentators sometimes elaborate on the semantic sense, the emotional tenor of
the passage (rasa), the trope (alamkara), or the meter (vrtta). Gary Tubb explains

this approach in the following way: "In this approach the commentator goes

162 pt. Srinivas Rath reviewed his traditional oral training in kavya literature as composed of three
readings. With the first reading, he explains, the student probably does not understand the verse.
An unpacking of the syntax (anvaya) is, therefore, provided. Then the verse is read again with
commentary (vyakhya) interspersed with the root text (miila). Then, with an inflected voice, the
verse is read again to make the student understand. If the student is now unable to understand the
verse merely upon hearing it (Srutimdtra), then he has not fully understood the §loka and the
process may begin again.
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straight through all the words of the miila in one long string, merely rearranging

them so as to place them in the most easily understandable prose order." 163

Krishnamachariar explains that this method follows the way of the logicians

(naiyayika ).1%* The most famous kavya commentator Mallinatha uses the
dandanvaya (or anvayamukhi method). For example, Mallinatha on Nc 1.1:

Having drunk (nipiya) [= having fully relished (nitaram asvadya); the
story (katha) [= episode (upakhyanam)] of that protector of the earth
(ksitiraksinah) [=(ksamapalakasya)], i.e, Nala, the learned (budhah)
[=knowers of that (tajjfiah) and also =deities (surah), according to
(lexicographer) Ksiraswamin ("the word budhah relates to a deity, to the
moon, and to learned ones " (jiatrcandrisura budhah)] do not regard
(nadriyante) even nectar (sudham api) in such a way (tatha) [=meaning
that it (nectar) is just like this story (yatheyam katha tadvad ity arthah)].
Referring to nectar amounts to saying that they regard (the story) highly.
(The word) white umbrella (sitacchatritam) (means that it was) made into
a white umbrella (sitacchatram krtam); that is to say, it was made into a
royal parasol (sitatapatrikrtam). He by whom a circle of fame
(kirtimandalah) (was made into a white umbrella), he was a mass (rasih)
of radiance (mahasam) [=(tejasam)]. The author's intention is to compare
him (Nala) to the sun (ravir iveti bhavah). He was brilliant (ujjvalah)
[=shining (dipyamanah)] by virtue of numerous festivities (mahaih)
[=(utsavaih)]. That is to say, he was resplendent because of constantly
participating in festivities (nityamahotsavasalityarthah); the
(lexicographer) Amara says that the words "mahah," "uddhava," and
"utsava" (are synonyms). He was Nala (sa nalah asir).

19 Tubb 112
164 Krishnamachariar (14) explains the connection between the dandanvaya mode of commentary

and Nyaya methodology in the following way: "In this method, we take the subject first and then
draw the prose order of the words and the like. This method also might have existed actually in
oral teaching in ancient times as is evident from the reference to the method of teaching similiar to
this in Susrutasamhita..." And further on (579-580): "This method became prevalent later in
commentarial literature. It was Mallindtha who gave wide popularity to the dandanvaya method

through his several commentaries on the famous kavya-s."
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Here, referring to Nala as a "collection of splendors" (mahasam
rasih) and superimposing the form of a white umbrella onto a circle of
fame (kirtimandale), there is a metaphor (riipakam). And because of the
superiority of the stories (of Nala) with regard to nectar, there is the figure
of contrast (vyatirekah). And of the (combination of the) two, there is the
figure of commingling (samsrstih). These are spoken of in the (rthetoric
text) Sahityadarpana in the following way: a metaphor (comes about) from
the superimposition of a form onto an object (visaye), which is then not
thereby denied (nirapahnave); a figurative contrast (vyatirekah) is when
the vehicle (upamanam) is inferior to a superior tenor (upameyam); and the
figure of commingling (samsrstih) is spoken of as a condition (where)
these (figures) are understood as mutually connected. In this canto, the
meter is 'vams$astha, whose metrical definition is ‘jatau tu

vamsSasthamudiritam jarau'.165

This sample of the dandanvaya method exemplifies a pattern of exegesis based
solely on the syntax of the verse, a gradually unfolding of meaning word by word.
It unpacks the case (vibhakti), compounds (samasa) and grammatical forms (vrtti)
with an economy of expression that eschews the bringing in of external materials
that are unnecessary for the literal meaning to be expressed. Only, at the end does

he offer an explanation of the figures of speech (alamkara) and meter (vrita) of the

165 atha tatra bhavan ériharsakavih 'kavyam yaSase 'rthakrte vyavaharavide Sivetaraksataye. sadyah
paranirvrtaye kantasammitatayopadesayuje..' ity alafikarikavacanapramanyat kavyasthanekasreyah
sadhanatvac ca 'kavyalapams ca varjayed' iti tannisedhasyasatkavyavisayatam paSyan
naisadhakhyam mahakavyam cikirsu$ cikirsitarthavighnaparisamaptihetoh 'a§irnamaskriya
vastunirde$o vapi tanmukham' ity aéiradyanyatamasya prabandhamukhalaksanatvat
kathanayakasya rajfio nalasya itivrtaripam mafigalam vastu nirdiati -- nipiyeti. yasya
ksitiraksinah ksamapalakasya nalasya katham upakhyanam. nipiya nitaram asvadya pifi svade ktvo
lyabadesah na tu pibateh 'na lyap' itipratisedhadit tv asambhavat. Budhas tajjfiah sura$ ca
'jiatrcandrisura budha' iti ksirasvami. sudham api tathad yatheyam katha tadvad ity arthah,
nadriyante, sudham apeksya bahu manyante iti yavat. sitacchatritam sitacchatram krtam
sitatapatrikrtam ity arthah, tat krtav iti nyantat karmani ktah. kirtimandalam yena sah mahasam
tejasam radih ravir iveti bhavah. mahaih utsavaih ujjvalah dipyamano nityamahotsava$alityarthal.
'mahah uddhava utsava' ity amarah. sa nalah dsit. atra nale mahasam rasir iti kirtimandale ca
sitacchattratvarlipasyaropat riipakam kathayas ca sudhapeksaya utkarsat vyatireka$ cety anayoh
samérstih. taduktam darpane, riipakam riipitaropad visaye nirapahnave iti.
"adhikyamupameyasyopamanannyfinata 'thava. vyatireka" iti mitho 'peksayaitesam sthitih
samsrstir ucyate iti ca. asmin sarge vams$astham vrttam, 'jatau tu vam$astham udiritam jarav' iti tal
laksanat.
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verse. Mallinatha is famous for this approach, which in a way anticipates a post-
modern attitude toward liberating meaning from the words of a text, one that sees
the text as a basically self-illuminating entity that must be interpreted according to

what it itself provides the commentator, not on extraneous supplementary material

that one wishes to superimpose onto it.

Techniques in this approach include leading questions that arouse curiosity
for a certain kind of answer. As is customary with the khandanvaya approach, the
commentator analyzes around a series of questions and gives the syntax at the end.

He takes care of the nominative first, following with the bahuvrihi qualifiers of the
nominative, and then dealing with the genitive qualifiers. Finally, he gives the

explanation. Krishnamachariar observes that the khandanvaya method follows the

Mimamsa tradition of verbal analysis:

In this method, the explanation of the original work is achieved through
questions and answers. According to this, the verb is taken first. Then, in
respect of cases, questions are asked and thus through akariksa the prose
order of the words is drawn which is followed by the explanation of words

and the like.'%
Kishornath Jha elaborates on the process in the following way:

[With the khandanvaya method, the] verb is taken as the main core of a
sentence and the other karaka-s and visesana-s connected with it in a
natural way -- this arouses the sense of curiosity in the pupil, evokes a
response from him and enables him to discover truths about language
himself. The pupil is led step-by-step in a logical manner to arrive at the

166 K rishnamachariar 579
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complete syntactic unit, the vakyartha. The question and answer method is
analytical." 167

Candupandita's style of glossing follows this method. The following is the glossa
part of his commentary on Nc 1.1:

(On the verse beginning with) "having drunk" (nipiya). There was
a king named Nala. What was special (about him)? He was a mass
(rasih) of radiancc (mahasam) [=glorious valor (pratapanam)] and such
that because of his beauty (kantya) he (embodies Damayanti's) great love
(mahan ujjvalah). Or rather, he was brilliant (ujjvalah) by virtue of (his
participating in many) festivities (mahair) [=(utsavaih)]. This is an
indication of auspiciousness (marigalasicanam). What kind? He was such
by whom a white umbrella (sitacchatritam) (formed) a circle of fame
(kirtimandalam). By this (use of the word 'circle’ is meant) repository
(nidhanam) of fame (that stems from) charm (kamaniyata) and blazing
courage (pratapa). Having drunk up (nipiya) [its usage here comes from
the dhatu pin in the sense of 'drinking' whose (yasya) story (katha)
[=narrative episodes (upakhyanani)], the learned ones (budhah)
[=(vidvamsah)] do not regard (na adriyante) as such (tatha) [=in such a
manner (tena prakarena)] even nectar (sudham api) [=(amrtam)] or the
Vedic hymns (sitktam). (A story) of what kind? Of a protector
(raksinah) [=(palayituh)] of the earth (ksiteh) [=(prthivyah)]. And so, the
gods (budhah) [=(devah)] do not regard (nadriyante) nectar (amrtam) upon
hearing his story (tatkathasravanat). This indicates (his) universal lordship
(cakravartitvam) among the circle (of kings) (mandale). Or else, he was as
if a mass of radiance (mahasam rasir iva). i.e. he was as if the holy sun
(§risarya iva). Or he was resplendent (ujjvalah) by virtue of festivities
(mahaih) [=(utsavaih)]. Because of Nala's being a stoic and charming hero
(dhiralalitanayaka), foremost is the love sentiment (ujjvala) [=(§rngara)).
Or else, having drunk whose story the kings (ksitiraksinah) [=(nrpah)] do
not regard highly even the earth (sudha) [=(prthivi)]."®

1 Jha (76). In these [mimamsa] discussions, a popular method by name akarksa (utthapyakanksa
and utthitgkanksa) was very much prevalent. Also: the Mimamsa concept of viparinamanam --
Apte says that it is "one of the modes of construing a sentence according to which a word or
expression in the sentence is changed so as to suit the general trend in the context. This change
may pertain to vibhakti, linga, purusa, kala, artha. S‘abarabhdsya 1.2.1.

168 tata§ ca §astrarambhe nirvighnena granthasamaptaye $rotrnam mafigalicaraniya
Sistacaraparipalanaya'dhikrtabhistadidevatabhyo namaskarah pratipadyah. sa ca na krtah. yato
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Gary Tubb explains the khandanvaya approach as the provision of a basic
'skeleton sentence' of the original text and then a gradual filling in of each of the
remaining parts of the root text (miila), "by asking questions that bring out the
ways in which those parts fit into the construction of the original text" (111). He
cites sets of variations that combine the two methods. For example, "[q]Juite often
a commentator will use something akin to the kathambhiitini approach to break the
mila into two or more large parts, but will use the anvayamukhi method in dealing
with each of these parts" (116); sometimes:
[M]ost often in conjunction with the anvayamukhi approach, the
commentator arranges the whole commentary in standard fashion, but
omits the repetition of the words in the miila. When this is done, the
glosses of the omitted words appear where they would be if the words of
the original text were repeated in the commentary -- to put it another way,
the gloss often takes the place of the repeated word from the miila in giving

the basic construction of the original text.'®

Yet another combination of the two methods involves:

nalasya punya$lokatvat tatsamkirtanadaghaughavighattanat kuto vighnanighnata? tatha
prthusahasrarjunabharatanalaprabhrtinim smaranam paramamafigalahetul ato
mafigaldcaranamapyasti. tatha ca $istacaro 'pi naladamayantikirtanam kalina$anam iti. ato
granthakarah prathamam nalameva varmayan mangaldcaranam apy asti. tatha ca §istacaro 'pi
naladamayantikirtanam kalind$anamiti. ato granthakarah prathamam nalam eva varnayan
mafigalacaranamaracayati --

nipiyeti. sa nalo nama raja asit. kimviSistah. mahasam pratdpanam rasih. tatha mahéan ujjvala$ ca
kantya. athava mahair utsavair ujjvalah. etad eva mafigalasiicanam. kimbhutah? sitacchatritam
kirtimandalam yena sa tatha. etena kirtipratapakamaniyatanam nidhanam. yasya katha
vupakhyanani nipiya. pifi pane'sya prayogah. budhi vidvamsah sudham api amrtam stiktam va tatha
tena prakarena na adriyante. kim bhiitasya? ksiteh prthivyah raksinah palayituh. atha ca budhdh
deva amrtam nadriyante, tatkatha-Sravanat. etena cakravartitvam mandale sficitam. athava
mahasam rasiriva Srislirya iva asit. mahair utsavair va ujjvalah. ujjvalah §rpgarahpradhino
dhiralalitandyakatvat nalasya. atha va yasya katha nipiya ksitiraksino nrpas tatha sudham prthivim
api nadriyante.

1% Tubb 117
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[the commentator's giving] the bare anvaya of the original -- i.e., the
arrangement of the words of the miila in the order that forms the
framework of an anvayamukhi commentary -- without inserting any
explanatory material. Once this has been done, the commentator begins
again and gives a full commentary using any of the approaches or
variations mentioned above.'”
As will be seen further on, Naisadha commentator Sridhara takes this latter
approach. Some of the commentators provide less explanatory material, some
omitting many of the words of the miila altogether. Some only give the bare
anvaya without comments and then provide a full commentary. There are other
techniques of indicating features of syntax and construction within the
commentary.171
More so than the unilinear phrase-by-phrase dandanvaya approach, it
seems that dividing the verse into manageable units through pointed questions and
then providing a parallel phrase to elucidate the unit facilitates the unraveling of
difficult passages while at the same time allowing for the mental construction of
more complex meanings. Because this style encourages and enables semantic
multiplicity, it also inspires and facilitates arguments over propriety of
interpretation. The most widely used commentary on Naisadha, Narayana's

Prakasa, harbors the cumulative history of Naisadha interpretation (up until his

time) and employs a combination of the techniques referred to above to provide a

0 Tubb 117

"1 Again, the Tubb and Boose volume provide a comprehensive discussion of this topic. Tubb has
explained and exemplified the various permutations of these methods by citing seven examples of

commentary on the same Kumarasambhava passage.
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sense of how readers approached the text. His commentary, (an example of which
is taken up in the next section in the context of the text's semantic possibilities),
demonstrates the ways in which hosts of readers approached the text.

Other commentators, like Mallinatha (who solely employs the unilinear
approach) for example, narrowly conceive of interpretation as a determination of
the text's "meaning" and are less interested in the hermeneutic understandings of
readers that extend the potentialities of the poem beyond the surface layer of
meaning. He makes clear in his preface that this is his approach: "Nothing
irrelevant and outside the text is written here. I have commented on everything
with proper construing of the text as the foremost plriority."172 In Mallinatha's
scheme, it appears that demonstrated linguistic competence to make the text
comprehensible allows one to control the text's proliferation of meaning. Perhaps
once sense is "made" out of text other operations of interpretation can be
undertaken. In some ways, the khandanvaya method -- especially in its structuring
of meaning around questions -- absorbs different readings by answering the
questions with alternative answers and verbally transforms the notion of literal
meaning by eliminating its primacy altogether. This will be discussed later in the
context of Naisadha commentators who explore the multiplicity of meaning

available in the words of the text.

As a skillful practitioner of the "text-only" dandanvaya approach

172 namiilam likhyate kificin nanapeksitam ucyate. ihanvayamukhenaiva sarvam vyakhyayate
maya.
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Mallinatha, who defiantly entitles his commentary on Naisadha "The Enlivener"
(Jivatu) to presumably label its role to restore to the text some semblance of sanity
after alluring yet misguided commentaries have tried to kill it, seems to suggest the
irrelevance of the initial inspiration or predispositions of a reader (other than his
own) in the acts of interpretation. The nature of this traditional, text-oriented
paradigm seems both epistemologically and pedagogically premised on a semiotic
approach to the material, where a persevering reader is rewarded for following the
text's 'rules' of selection, arrangement and emphasis. The urgent need for his
students, it seems, is to acquire technical skills -- grammar and alamkarasastra --
and the contents will take care of themselves. Indeed, Mallinatha's own words and
style of commenting confirm a view toward literary discourse as essentially
mimetic and referential. The preference for commentators like him is the
development of a normative piety of sorts for an "authoritative" reading that
focuses solely on determining the text's significance as the poet originally
intended, a proposition hampered by all sorts of philosophical and practical
difficulties to be sure.'”

Like other commentators, however, Mallinatha's aim is essentially to seek
out the structure and coherence of the text, reformulate it, and express it in a
language suitable for the audience's comprehension or enjoyment. It seems that he

feels more strongly than most that only after one interprets a passage literally by

173 A traditional Sanskrit maxim reads: "the commentator knows but not the poet" (vyakhyata janati

na tu kavih).
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chiefly tracing problematic linguistic details can one then compare the text's
implicit suggestions with one's own beliefs because only then are its actual
implications and complexities evident. A critique here might dispute the notion
that a methodical practice of interpretation centered on a rigorous methodology of
observing "facts" about the text necessarily leads to a "correct" reading. Similarly
a posture of aesthetic disinterestedness cannot shield a critical approach from
scrutiny and challenge. Because the tone of these commentaries is one of
elucidation and not a "literary" prose, some twentieth century Indologists have
criticized the language and methodology of commentaries. Krishnamachariar, for
example, writes:
Their language in general bears no resemblance to the language of the
romances. The tone of the former is serious and scientific, while that of the
latter is levitous and recreative. Bhasya-s are stuffed with substance and
technicality; they are vastu-pradhana. Literary prose proper is the result of
poetic art and rhetorical embellishment.'”
Krishnamachariar, like many modern readers that use the commentary, wishes for
more of a broad perspective in the Sanskrit commentary that one finds in general
essays on literature, for example, to counterbalance the technicality of the Sastraic
commentary. No such genre of commentary seems to exist in Sanskrit. There are

examples, however, of creative translations that produce a dual effect of

reproducing and simultaneously interpreting a given text's literary effects and

174 K rishnamachariar 442

97

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



language.175 Nevertheless, Krishnamachariar's appraisal of the Sanskrit
commentary style appears true -- the commentary does not aim to be as literary as
the poem on which it comments. Its aim is to elucidate, provoke interest, and
confirm popular readings.

The criticism of traditional acts of commentary so pronounced in modern
times was not completely absent in pre-modern times either. The traditional
critiques of the commentators' craft give the benefit of the doubt to the skillful
elucidator of literal meaning over and above the clever teaser of ever more hidden
suggestions. Bhattagopala, for example, in his commentary on the Kavyaprakasa
sardonically complains of the tendency of commentators to relate things on flimsy
grounds: "(One wonders) where one subject connects with another. Even the
potter's clay comes to obstruct knowledge of Brahman."'™ Similarly, Yogasiitra
commentator Bhoja's well-known remark stems from a critical eye toward those
who do not do a good enough job fostering comprehension but rather disrupt the
reader's ability to understand:

Whatever is extremely difficult to understand, that they avoid by saying "It
is clear." With respect to the clear meanings, they over-elaborate with

175 Among Naisadha commentators, for instance, there is the work of Srinatha who in addition to
writing a Sanskrit commentary on the Naisadha (lost, alas) also performed the most elaborate pre-
modem translation of the text into Telegu, whereby he essentially re-wrote a new version of
Sriharsa's Naisadha that imitated its structure and language while striving throughout to innovate.
Similarly, there is the case of Krsnananda, another lost Naisadha commentator, who wrote a
Sanskrit kdvya called Sahrdayananda along the lines of Naisadha.

18 prasafiganuprasafigena kutra samgacchate na kim. mrttikapi kulalasya brahmavidyam vighate..

[Reference taken from ABORI XVI, 170-171)
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useless analysis of compounds, etc. All commentaries seem to confuse
issues for the readers by aimlessly prattling on unhelpfully at the wrong
places.'”’
Bhoja does not undercut the primarily explanatory role of the Sanskrit
commentary, but ié suggesting that commentaries should do something similar to
what Mallinatha claims his commentaries do: stay relevant and prove useful.
There are other traditional statements that remark on effective commentary
writing. For example, when an unskillful commentator generally makes the poet's
text more difficult to understand, the maxim given is maghava miila vidauja tika --
glossing a difficult epithet of Indra (maghava) in the text with an even more
difficult epithet (vidauja) in the commentary. The Dhvanyaloka explains that a
commentator must be fully versed in the operations and usages of the poet and be
able to bring out the beauties of the poem and the special style of the poet, while
untangling the intricacies of the text for the reader. Emphasis on competent
commentary writing and arguments over legitimacy and interpretive authority
seem to reinforce the importance of these documents in the institutions of court

and university, where vested interests might have depended on these documents as

indicators of talent.

77 durbodham yadativa tadvijahati spastartham ity uktibhih

spastarthesv ativistrtim vidadhati vyarthaih samasadikaih / asthane 'nupayogibhi§ ca bahubhir
jalpair ($abdair) bhramam tanvate §rotfndmiti vastuviplavakrtah (prayena) sarve 'pi tikakrtah //
[From the Rajamartandavriti on Yogasitra 1.6]
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Reverence and Contestation: Hermeneutic Attitudes of Naisadha
Commentators

It appears that by the time of Mallinatha, the Naisadhiya and other weli-
known mahakavya-s must have been the subject of lively debates among scholars.
The different avenues for interpretive exploration must also have yielded all sorts
of discussion about potential meanings of individual verses and the poem as a
whole. The importance of proving oneself through the writing of commentary
seems to indicate that on the one hand, among institutions, there may have been a
fear that without standards by which the actual readers themselves could assess a
work, there would be a collapse of interpretive authority. In another vein, the
informal establishment of "rules" that a commentary should abide by implies a
general acceptance of certain standards of verifying the viability and plausibility of
areading. The tradition of granting professorial status (the title of
mahamahopadhyaya) to one who composed commentaries on foundational texts
like Naisadha or the Kavyaprakasa points to the importance of these documents
as public records that had to withstand potentially antagonistic responses. They
also signal an internal struggle among pedagogues competing to control the
reading and use of canonical texts. Some observers of this development in
Sanskrit culture see the commentary as a "sign of alienation” (Carl Bielefeldt's

phrase in describing hermeneutics). Professor R.K. Sharma, for example, has
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observed the "age of commentaries" as reflecting a "fortifying tendency . . . against
something spiritual, philosophical, or physical."'”®

Gradually, texts such as these -- so important to gain respect among
colleagues and students -- inspire reverence and power contests that perhaps
transcend the intrinsic value of these texts as simply texts. The fact that Naisadha
commentaries, for example, from the 17th century onwards have been hand-
preserved by at least two or three generations of adherents, and the ones before
that time by even more, suggests that they have been absorbed by some kind of
institutional structure. While most of them praise the poet, the work, and their
own teachers, the commentators give different reasons for composing their
commentary. The variety of discursive topics touched on by the Naisadha
commentators in their opening stanzas -- in addition to the ubiquitous praise verse
(prasasti) dedicated to poet, text, teachers, parents, or colleagues-- speaks to the
inspiration, motivation, and gratitude that ostensibly compels a Sanskrit
commentator to compose his work. With their opening verses or remarks, a
commentator's self-assessment expresses a complex range of hermeneutic attitudes
-- from the self-effacingly humble or frankly personal to the purely polemical.
Whether it is in large measure a matter of personality, upbringing or strategy, one
usually perceives in their preface a commentator's relationship with the text and
the community for which he writes. Almost certainly, an overtly reverential

attitude is taken toward the text by all commentators. In addressing each other,

18 Sharma, R.K. 473
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however, the tone varies. Some take a defensive posture, perhaps burdened by the
anxiety of influence from their predecessors and the text itself. Others put forward
a confident, occasionally defiant, face in upholding the merits of their own work
and denigrating the work of others.

Those Naisadha commentators that largely express humility frequently cast
their relationship to the text as a child mixing himself up with a grown-up's sphere
of activity. Bhavadatta, for example, does not really give an explicit reason for his
commentary, although one may infer from his respectful overtures and humble
admissions that it was partly a young scholar's desire to participate in the
intellectual society of his elders:

There are today many commentaries by great scholars, who explain the

text's multiple meanings with understanding and sweetness; mine cannot

stand in comparison to these . . . Having not studied with several teachers,
even a learned scholar is unable to say anything about it. My sophomoric
effort to comment on the poem will certainly be ridiculous to the learned
poets. Still, helpless as I am, I carry on here to compose a commentary on
the poem on account of my youthful rashness. How does one judge an act
of achild?'”

Even though prefacing his work with these remarks, the name of his commentary

"An elucidation of difficult words" Gidhapadavivrti (alternately Sarasarasvati)

suggests that he was quite proud of his contribution to Naisadha scholarship.

Gadadhara echoes Bhavadatta's humility and expresses the child defense in

179 asty eva samprati mahakavibhih pranita nanarthabodhamadhura vivrtistv aneka. tesam tadatra
tulana tu samanam na tathd mamaisa . . . vaktum sudhir api gurlinanupasya yasya §aknoti kificid api
naiva rahasyam asya. kavye §ramo'tra vivrtau kavipanditasya mohaya kintu mama samprati
balakasya . . . tathapi balydc capalatvam uccair atra pravrtto'smi vidhatum etam. tikim yathavad

vidhuro'pi kavye balasya kim krtyavidhau vicarah. (Quoted from Jani, p. 37)
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stronger language: "Let those of pure and intelligent mind forgive a child's
drivel."'® While saying that he wrote the commentary at the request of his

students,'® he downplays his scholarly abilities:

This poet's nature takes repose in the shadows of authoritative knowledge,
his intelligence greater than that of Brhaspati, the teacher of the lord of
heaven. Generally, the poem is beyond my scholarship. Therefore, O
learned ones, even when I have mixed-up the facts in some places, I am not
to be maligned.'®

Although the humility sometimes appears obligatory, it is often very pointed and

sincere. Narahari, the first known South Indian commentator on Naisadha and a
chief disciple of the well-known Vedantin Madhava (also known as
Vidyaranyasvamin), expresses his humble sentiments quite beautifully:

I have neither the imagination born of learning from previous births, nor
can I bear the load of books on various subjects. It is only that my heart
quivers (in the presence of) poet (Sriharsa's) compendium of the world,
which is the Naisadhiyacaritam . . . . Even a fool (such as I) strives to dive
into this poem, which is the essence of meaning and deep sentiment, (just
as) a young child, even though toothless, eagerly grabs at candy. . . . On
account of mistaken judgment, inability, or such other cause, sometimes
even clearly existent meanings in this impenetrable forest of great
profundity [the Naisadha] cannot be fixed. Therefore, I am not to be
faulted for my inability to completely extract (these meanings). Who can
totally scoop out the heaps of jewels found in the ocean?'®

18 gsantavyam me suvi§uddhasiddhamatibhir balasya lalayitam.

181 "The commentary of Naisadha was composed at the insistence of my students” [naisadhasya
racitd tika svasisyagrahat]

182 kaver asya svargaprabhugurugariyastaramateh pramanacchayasu prakrtir abhivisrimyati muhuh.
na me tu vyutpatteh paricitir iha prayikataya hyato vyatyase'pi kvacid api na vacyo'smi sudhiyal..
'8 ha mama mativilaso vasanabhyasajo va vividhabahunibandhaskandhasamvahanam va.

taralayati mano me kevalam naisadhiyam caritam akhilalokaslokaniyam kaves ca. (4)

samutsahe gldarasarthasaram vigahitum kavyam idam jado'pi. ajatadanta api khandagolam

kutthalad dkalayanti balah.. (5) pramadasaktyader iha mahati gambhiragahane satam apy arthanam
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For much of Sanskrit intellectual society, the commentary appears to have been a
creative act of scholarship that served as a culmination of training, a bringing to
bear on a master text all the skills and information acquired through study in the
arts and sciences. This includes their ability to display their imagination
(pratibha), their worldliness (vyutpatti), and their scholastic training (abhyasa) --
the three factors that, according to the teachers of literature, go into the making a

great poet.

Narahari implies above that he is compelled to his task by the text's
influence on his aesthetic sensibilities and not because he possesses the requisite
imagination, wérldly learning, and scholastic aptitude to handle the task. He
admits his limitations with a text like Naisadha but, according to the recent editor
of his commentary Sukhdev Sharma, he seems to have been among the most
learned of Naisadha commentators:

The Dipika (on the first seven cantos) contains in all 556 quotations or

references. Out of these 556, in the case of 536 quotations it mentions the

source by name, from which they have been taken. It is only in the case of

20 references where it does not mention the source by name and therefore
the hunt is to be made to trace them.'®*

kvacid api nibandho'pi na bhavet. athdpyasmad etan na khalu mama dosaya nikhilam samuccetum
Saktah ka iva jaladhau ratnanicayam.. (10)
18 Sukhdev Sharma 7.
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Sharma quotes the breadth of Narahari's citations, representing not only of the
texts popular during his time but also of authors and works now lost.'** Although
a popular commentary in South India, manuscripts of Narahari's commentary have
been available in Kashmir for centuries, suggesting the appeal of his work.
Sukhdev Sharma attributes the commentator's popularity to the fact that he quotes
extensively and provides sources for a majority of his allusions. Whereas Narahari
quotes about thirty authors, Candupandita, according to Malinee Goswami, refers
to as many as one hundred twenty two works on diverse subjects. Regardless how
diligent a commentary is in unearthing references to the manifold genres thatl
construct a text, the full scope of intertextuality probably remains elusive.

Premacandra, a professor of Sanskrit College Calcutta in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth century, perceives his commentary as an exercise in self-
understanding and self-awareness, couching his statement in a defensive posture
against the judgment of other interpreters:

When there are so many other commentaries, full of reliable
interpretations, it would be fruitless to make an effort (at writing another).

185 Sukhdev Sharma enumerates (7): The total number of authors and works either quoted or
referred to in the Dipika is more than 30. An alphabetical list of them is as follows: Agnipurana,
Amarako$a, Agamasampradaya, Unadistitra, Kavyaprakasa, Kasikavrtti, Kau§itaki-upanisad,
Ganasfitra, Ganitasastra (now lost), Canakyaniti, Chandogyopanisad, Taittiriyopanisad,
Dasariipaka, Dhanuééastra (lost), Panini, Panini-vartika, Balabhiisanakara (lost), Madhya-kaumudi,
Manusmrti, Mahabharata, Mediniko$a, Yadavaprakasa, Ratirahasya, Vararuci, Varaha (Jost),
Vagbhatalamkara, Vi§vah, Visnupurana, Vaijayantiko$a, Vrttaratnakara, Salihotra (lost),

éﬁstrasampradﬁya, Sﬁévatakos’:a, Svetéévataropanisad, Sahityadarpana.
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Still, I have raised an effort here not for the sake of the learned but rather to
understand the subtle ideas (in the Naisadha) for myself.”“’

While on the one hand, Premacandra cites the well-worn motif of self-edification
as the paramount motivation for his work, there is also an unmistakable sense of
the reader's anxiety in these statements. One sees this anxiety in the Saiva ascetic
Isanadeva's commentary on Naisadha. Having acknowledged the excellence of
Vidyadhara's commentary, the oldest one available, he humbly situates his own

offering:

I've composed this commentary on Naisadha from a Saiva point of view to
please the good . . . Taking the method of bees gathering small gobbets of
honey (or the method of ascetics accepting food from only a few
households), I who am an ascetic have earned my living [i.e. composed this
commentary]'®’. Therefore, let the scholars of poetry not laugh at me.
Everyone has derived his knowledge from the poem. I also have followed
my teacher in this commentary. A scholar who for the sake of celebrity
shows the world the work of another by saying that it is his -- such a
scholar certainly goes to hell.'*

The monk's parting shot here against plagiarists and pretenders paints a picture of
an earnest (and slightly touchy) sahrdaya. It is noteworthy that some believe

Isanadeva's commentary was produced merely fifty years after Candupandita and

186 anyasu bhavabahulasu sadarthikasu tikasu cediha bhaved viphalah prayasah. sadbhistathapi
mrdubodhavibodhandrtham jatodyamo'hamiha mat prati navabudhyai.

187 The idea seems to be that he his method of commenting has been to use and elaborate on
portions from other commentaries (i.e. Vidyadhara and Candupandita) or that he has aimed to keep
his interpretation limited to selected aspects of the poem. Jani explains the use of madhukari as
referring to an "eclectic method" of commenting.

185atam mude naisadhatippanam maya viracyate $aivamatanusarina . . . madhukarim samasritya
vrttimetadiharjitam maya tapasvina tasmadalam kavyavidam hasaih . . . sarvo'pi kdvyamupajivya
karoti §astram vyakhyam guror api maya'nukrta tadeyam. vidvan sa yati narakam khalu yah

prasiddhyai sviyam vadan parakrtim pratibhati loke.
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only a century after the first available commentary of Vidyadhara. The fact of a
Saiva monastic composing a full commentary on a poetic text like Naisadha at this
early period in the text's dissemination is itself remarkable. His suggestion that
there were many other commentaries available during his time, thus making it
unnecessary to laugh at his own humble offering, and his statement about
plagiarists are equally striking.

Implied in these statements of humility and desire for self-understanding is
that the very act of interpretation for them serves as a means of inner
transformation through their own inner experience of the poem's langnage. They
explicitly admit that their commentaries do not aim to represent the text, but rather
provide for themselves a means of entering into the text (or realizing it). Unlike
those who explicitly state in their openings that they are engaged in a polemical or
pedagogical act, these commentators couch their efforts as clearly avocational.
Perhaps one may speculate that their social backgrounds guide their hermeneutic
orientations, for unlike several of the more polemic-minded scholars, a man like
Narahari was a pupil of Madhava (also known as Vidyaranya), the well-known
author of Paficadasi and Sarvadarsanasanigraha, while I§anadeva was a Saiva
ascetic. For others, this text perhaps functioned as a standard bearer for
intellectual achievement, its challenging nature making it a centerpiece for power
contests among some of the best intellectuals between the thirteenth and
seventeenth centuries (and carried on in milder forms for the subsequent centuries

as well).
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Another important facet of the commentary lies in its instrumentality as a
tool for competitive power contests over the interpretive control of the text. While
some commentaries from different lineages work in a constructive enterprise to
glorify their text, many others make explicit their dissatisfaction for other people's
efforts to explain the text. If we assume there might have been competition
between commentators, we have to assume that the implied reader approached the
text with a mixture of interest and skepticism, willing to ridicule it at the first signs
of inadequécy. Readers would have to compare and see which was more
convincing, a decision that would involve the establishment of criteria for the
quality of a commentary. Although Jani takes the following words of
Laksmanabhatta as particularly significant because it indicates that there were
more than a hundred known commentaries in his day, the relevant bit here is that it
indicates the commentator's belief in the uniqueness of his cbntribution to the
Naisadha tradition:

I have commented on the Naisadha by following a path not seen by the

others. Although there may be a hundred good commentaries on the

Naisadha by scholars, still some will be able to discern how special this

one is.'®

Often, the commentators clearly explain that they composed a commentary for the

190 191 192

sake of someone specific: their students ™, their brother, " their grandson™™, their

189 karomi naisadhavyakhyam anyadrstapathanugam. santi yadyapi sadvyakhya budhanam
naisadhe $atam. tathdapy amusya vaidagdhim kecid vijfiatum iSate.
1%0 Also, Sridhara states that he wrote two commentaries, one for young students and one for

scholars: "I composed a commentary that explained the meanings and style appropriate to the
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teacher, etc. In the case of Laksmanabhatta and others, however, their
commentaries are meant as scholarly contributions to a body of knowledge with
which they are thoroughly familiar. Laksmanabhatta, for example, seems to have
known all of the commentaries that preceded him and, according to Jani, quotes
from at least three well known commentators of the text, i.e. Narahari, Mallinatha,
and Bhavadeva.

Mallinatha's general statement of commentatorial polemic, found in the
preface of all of his commentaries on mahakavya, is perhaps the most famous in

Sanskrit literary culture:

Nothing irrelevant and outside of the root text is written here. I have
commented on everything, with proper construing of the text as the
foremost priority.'

His specific salvo against inferior commentators of the Naisadha reads:
For the sake of bringing back to life poet Sriharsa's true words, deadened

by the poison of inferior commentaries, I have composed this commentary
"Enlivener.'**

comprehension of young people and I also composed another one called the "Illuminator of the
(inner meaning of) words" (aksaradipika), which is more elaborate. [tadbalabodhaya maya
yathavat prakasitartha sphutaritivrttya / vyikhyéyate'céksaradipikékhyé vyakhya ca mukhya
samalamkrta'nya //]

! Paramananda Cakravartin, for example, explains: "Even though there is a succession of
Naisadha commentaries by many worthy (commentators), to satisfy his brothers who would not
compose another?" [naisadhasya vivrter anukramo bhiiri sadbhir api va krto yadi.
bhratrvargaparitosakaranadesa kena punar eva tanyate. ]

192 iti érijinarajastriviracitayam sukhavabodhayam pautrabhavavijayad.

198 namilam likhyate kificin nanapeksitam ucyate. ihanvayamukhenaiva sarvam vyakhyayate
maya.

19 ksudravyakhyavisartanam $riharsakavisadgiram. ujjivandya jivatur jiyad esa maya krtah.
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Dvivedi, in his comparative study of Mallinatha's commentaries, feels that perhaps
the "Enlivener" was his first or his last, on account of the fact that no reference is
made to his other commentaries in it and because all of the opening verses to the

5
195 To comment on the

Jivatu differ from the standard verses he uses elsewhere.
Naisadha in the beginning of one's career seems an interesting possibility in light
of its importance for credibility in the Sanskrit intellectual circles of the past
millennia.'®® In an interesting development of Mallinatha's legacy as an outspoken
(some might say imperious) critic, there are a number of recorded anecdotes
(janasruti | lokokt) and regional linguistic uses related to Mallinatha. For
example, Dvivedi cites two expressions that he has seen in Sanskrit
correspondences between scholars -- "he's done a Mallinatha"

(mallinathikaranam) and "don't do a Mallinatha" (mallinathim ma kuru) --

indicating a pejorative resonance to either Mallinatha's style or substance of

199 Dvivedi writes (34): kimtu $rihars ke naisadhiyacarit ki 'jivatu’' mem bhi unki kisi anya tika ka
ullekh nahim miltd. sambhav hei ki 'jivatu' ya to sarvapratham tika ho ya unki antim tika.
1% In all probability, it was not his last commentary if one gives credence to his traditional saying:
Commenting on Meghadiita and Sisupalavadha exhausted my lifespan (maghe meghe vayam
gatah). C.P. Shukla remembers that the study of Naisadha and the love of leaming Sanskrit arose
together when he was a student, that he and his fellow students eagerly anticipated the day that they
would know enough Sanskrit to be able to enjoy the Naisadha [hrday mem naisadh ke prati adar
evam anurig ka samskrt ke adhyayan ke sath hi utpann ho jana svabhavik hitha. Sada yahi abhila§
rahata tha ki kab samskrt bhasa ko samajhne ki itni Sakti a jayegi ki érihars ki vani ka anand le
saktimga (7).]
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7 One account of a usage in Maharastra specifically turns a critical

commentary.
eye against the critic Mallinatha's self-righteous claims of sticking to the text:
In Maharastra, the (phrase) "doing a Mallinatha" is very famous. When
one sees that a critic becomes overtaken by the poet inside of him and
offers the fancies dancing around in his own head before clarifying the
poet's own ideas, leaving the poet's ideas unclear -- then, at that time, one
says that he has done a Mallinatha . . . . (Gratuitously) manifesting one's
own perspective becomes known as a "mallinathi."'®
The example given by Dvivedi to demonstrate an example of a "mallinathi" in
Mallinatha's work is Raghuvamsa 6.13-19, where the famous commentator is
chided by traditional scholars for his curious comments (abhista) that superimpose
his own ideas of what king Aja and queen Indumati are thinking. Such comments
are, of course, found in the works of many Sanskrit commentators who often take
something they find pregnant in the text and launch into a discourse that either
clarifies the point, gives its full referential value, or allows them to expand on their
own desired topic. Based on his own strict standards of exegesis, however, it is
somewhat fitting that Mallinatha is singled out in the idiomatic usage. Jaydev Jani
relates a similar tradition found in Gujarati involving another famous Naisadha

commentator Vi§ves§vara (a.k.a Gagabhatta) -- a "gagdbharti" is when someone

goes on and on for too long on a relatively minor point.

" Dvivedi 52
198 Maharastra mem mallindtha ki mallinathi bahut prasiddh hai. Jab ve dekhte haim ki kavi
bhavukata mem kho gaya hei aur apne bhavom ko plirn prakat karne ke pahle hi diisri kalpanayem
uske mastisk mem nrtya kar rahi haim aur isi kdran vah apne hrdaygat ka spastikaran nahim kar pa
rahd hai, tab us samay mallinath apni mallin4thi chantte hai . . . . svaprajiiaviskar ko 'mallinathi
kaha jata hai. (Dvivedi 52)
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Despite his reputation, Mallinatha is certainly not the most acidic in his
rebuke of other commentators. Srinﬁtha, as Jani observes, "abuses others who
have written prolific commentaries without knowing its true significance":

Good scholars customarily honor the praise-worthy, discarding false

statements and writing correct ones. Damn those prideful scholars who

being ignorant of correct meaning spoil the poet's poem with their
worthless expositions. If a degraded person goes to hell, his body floats on
the river. What does the vessel know of its depth?'®
Twentieth century commentator Haridasa Siddhantavagi$a, in the preface to his
very popular commentary Jayanti, also criticizes his predecessors' efforts in the
strongest language:
Casting aside the string of older commentaries that are lacking in poetic
finery, dry of poetic sentiment, deprived of any excellence, difficult to
understand, immaterial, devoid of distinctive value, and generally
unexceptional, use this commentary, which is new.2®
The need for commentators to interest and persuade the reader while also
contesting all rival works seems to suggest the importance of their works as
pedagogical and professional documents. As Malinee Goswami points out,
commentaries reflect "the results of a sincere quest of knowledge made by the

Indian intellect of different ages . . . recording the type, trend and method of

academic activities of a group of scholars belonging to a particular time, place,

1% pranamya maulina vandyan sampraddyavidah satah. tydjyam tyajyam asadvakyam sadalpam api
likhyate.. ye sadartham ajananto vrthavacanavistaraih. dsayanti kaveh kdvyam dhik tan
panditamaninah.. yadi kham karato gatva sindhor upari kayati. tatkim sa vetti ggmbhiryam ca
tadasaye.. Jani ?

20 Haridasa Siddhantavagisa 1.

112

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



belief, and order." As authoritative texts, they became part of school instruction
and sites of contestation over interpretive control. As will be seen in the next two
sections, commentaries on Naisadha also provided opportunities to transform a
passive literary pedagogy of explication into an active, creative experience of
meaning-making and broad articulation of social, philosophical, religious and

linguistic readings.

DL Goswami 20
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The Naisadha's Legacy: Difficult, Charming, and Flawed

Without categorically reducing the full extent of Naisadha's impact on
readers to simply a few distinguishing factors, it may be useful here to explore
several of the most commonly held and transmitted beliefs about the text: first, that
it is a difficult text on account of its intrinsic complexity of sound, sense, and
depth of cultural reference; second, that it is a text simultaneously filled with
innovative and highly effective uses of language (guna) on the one hand, and
irregular, obscure and unhappy convolution of expression on the other (dosa);
third, that it is semantically fecund, either a product of an erudite genius or a poetic
unfolding of a metaphysical attainment. An irony of this text's critical history lies
in the fact that all of these factors -- including the poetic faults*® -- were for the
Sanskrit commentators and for many (if not all) early critics favorable
developments while, excepting begrudging praise for Sriharsa's sound effects, all
have been converted in the words of many modern critics into a negative valuation
of the poem.

The Naisadha, in various ways, may be termed a "crossroads" text.

Suggested briefly when discussing the commentators' conflicting views on the

2027 jenhard, for example, echoes a widely held traditional view that while "Sriharsa sinned against
the most important rules of poetry, grammar, and metrics . . . we can safely assume that, being a
very learned man, he did so not out of ignorance, but rather with the mischievous waywardness of a
master.” This view stands in contradiction to another later traditional apocrypha that Mammata

himself saw the text as full of flaws. This story is analyzed later in this section.
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critical text of the poem, for example, were the circumstances of its production
during a socially and politically transitional period. More germane to the present
discussion, however, is the Naisadha's transitional nature from the point of view of
its occurrence in Sanskrit literary history. Emerging as it does during a time when
Sanskrit literary and philosophical activity had come to a deep maturation (some
would call it decadence), the poem's ambitions to harbor the weight of such a
tradition while artistically daring to take the language to new heights has led to
what one scholar calls "a twisted sort of inventive genius" (kalpanajatila)
unparalleled in the Sanskrit tradition.?® Often perceived as inscrutable,
linguistically overwrought, and distastefully obscene in places by contemporary
criticism, the Sanskrit commentators seem never to approach any part of the text as
a closed system. They keep pace with Sriharsa's experimentation with style, the
wordplay, and the depiction of the complex thought of a Sanskrit intellectual.
Even when Sriharsa's penchant for alliterative trope (§abdalankara) intersects with
the formulation of strange complexities of meaning (occasionally down to a single
phoneme), the learned commentators remain steadfast in their concentrated
interpretations.

The Naisadha's early commentaries allow one to infer not only the critical
trajectory of the poem's early reception but also to begin a process of unpacking
the temporal contexts under which the poem was read. The collective critical

wisdom of Naisadha seems to agree that understanding Sriharsa's ideological

2% Sagrega 45
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intentions, his techniques, his allusions, his games adds a great deal to its surface
aural pleasure. The Naisadha is clearly the writerly text par excellence of the
Sanskrit tradition and yet, as a popular classic, it is also highly readerly.”® In
other words, it must have been (and still is) both read and re-read, written and re-
written.””> It may be the least plot-driven, most episodic and thematic of the
mahakavya-s (the pancamahakavya-s, at least), in the sense that its lovely,
leisurely pacing, finely tuned description and emphasis on fleshing out the
physical and emotional world of scenes take on a supreme prominence throughout.
Being set adrift on a sea of language flanked melodramatically by archetypal

romantic architecture extracted from the rather tense Nala-Damayanti narrative of

itihasa, purana, and katha source, Srihe‘lrsa's audience is treated to cultural layer

2 The terms "readerly" and "writerly" to describe kinds of texts are formulated by Barthes (in S/Z)
as follows: "the goal of literary work (of literature as work) [which] is to make the reader no longer
a consumer, but a producer of the text. Our literature is characterized by the pitiless divorce which
the literary institution maintains between the producer of the text and its user, between its owner
and its consumer, between its author and its reader. This reader is thereby plunged into a kind of
idleness -- he is intransitive; he is, in short, serious: instead of functioning himself, instead of
gaining access to the magic of the signifier, to the pleasure of writing, he is left with no more than
the poor freedom either to accept or reject the text: reading is nothing more than a referendum.
Opposite the writerly text, theu, is its countervalue, its negative, reactive value: what can be read,
but not written: the readerly. We call any readerly text a classic text." (4)

251 jenhard explains a relevant passage from Kavyamimamsa 4 (Gackwad Oriental Series. p.12 f)
as follows: "According to Rajasekhara both the poet and connoisseur possess the same poetic
imagination (pratibha) though in one it is genuinely creative (karayitri), in the other imaginatively
re-creative (bhavayitri). Even in the latter's case, it is not a purely receptive or passive faculty . . .
but functions in the process of assimilation as an active force which is part of the existence of the

poem." (41)
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upon layer of reference to as many philosophical, mythological, religious, sexual,
literary, and quotidian allusions that the poet could credibly invest into his verses
without losing its poetic flavor. Once he has established an overarching structure
in a given scene, the poet finds himself free to expand the depths of its units to the
limits of his considerable intellectual abilities and resources. To what extent he
may have gone finds reflection in the lengthy passages of his professional readers,
who sought layers so dense in the poem as to devote their entire careers to
ferretting out the subtleties.

It is in this sense that the poem has been regarded as an "epic poem"
(mahakavya) by the traditional Sanskrit-speaking audience: it is not a story of loss
and recovery with the consequences of the Mahabharata or Ramayana but rather a
massive symphony, an entire universe of aesthetic and intellectual fulfillment on a
grand scale that perhaps does not strike one immediately. Underneath the seeming
chaos of reference and description, the narrative has a solid enough structure, a
slow but steady movement toward the happy union of Nala and Damayanti. When
one finishes hearing the poem, he or she may step back from it as if from a
gigantic painted canvas to be able to better appreciate the overall design and
absorb the magnitude of what exists between the front and back end of the
presentation. Many modern critics have not taken this expansive view of the poem

but have facilely juxtaposed it alongside the "chaste" magnificence of Kalidasa to
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render it as lacking in poetic art.?® The traditional pandita, in many cases, has
apparently had exactly the opposite reaction.””” As several anonymous verses

have recorded, however, the resonance of Naisadha for the traditional audience is,
though not altogether different, certainly distinct from the poems of Kalidasa,
Bharavi, and Magha. By virtue of the sheer density of language, trope, and
cultural inclusiveness in Naisadha, traditional Sanskrit readers have found the
poems by these other poets to pale slightly and seem to be made of a frailer, lighter

ink.

265 K. De (345) has been particularly blunt in expressing his distaste:

There can also be no doubt about Sriharsa's extraordinarily varied learning and command
of the entire resources of traditional technique, even though the learning tends towards the
obscure and the technique towards the artificial . . . Notwithstanding his limitations, it is
clear that Sriharsa possesses a truly high gift, but it is a gift not of a high poetic character.
The modern reader often perhaps lacks this equipment and aptitude, and therefore, finds
little interest in a work which, for its cult of style, has always been so popular with
scholars of the traditional type. But, however much its learning and dexterity may win
over a limited class of readers, its appeal can never be wide, not so much for its solid crust
of scholarship and rhetoric, but for the extremely limited power and range of its purely
poetic quality. It very often happens, as in this case, that wherever there is a lack of poetic
inspiration, there is a tendency to astonish us by the hard glitter of technical skill and sheer
erudition.

%7 Buhler writes: "To the purely native taste, the Naisadhiya appears now, and has appeared for
many centuries, preferable to all the other Mahakavyas. Our Sastris now study it more frequently
and praise it more highly than even Kalidasa's works, and it has been commented on more

frequently than any other poem." JBBRAS, Vol. XI. 1875, p.282. Quoted in Jani 272.
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The Beginning of Naisadha's Critical Culture:

If not the first published commentator of the poem, Vidyadhara at least
seems to have been the first commentator to be drawn to the linguistic dimension
of Naisadha's appeal. As many later readers have felt, language is everything for
Sriharsa. It is not simply the obligatory bridge between the reader and the story.
Language is the story, as Nc 3.30 suggests:

While devotedly engaged in his daily religious rites, the Creator's aim to

imprison goddess Speech through silence was futile. Made inert by

(constantly reciting) the Veda, he does not know that she who is crooked

and contented with the poetic sentiments has (already) embraced Nala
around the neck.”®

Handiqui explains the verse as follows: "The silence of the Creator during
religious observances is fancied as an attempt on his part to detain his faithless
wife, the goddess of speech, who, however, secretly leaves him for Nala."*® If
Nala and Sarasvati are indeed lovers then the Naisadhiya would be the child of this
union, as commentator Vi§vesvara (aka Gagabhatta) suggests in the introduction of
his Padavakyarthapaiicika:
She is the extraordinary daughter of the king of poets, Sriharsa. She is the
ground for a playful performance, an elevated peak for the pleasure of the

learned heart, an act of spectacular decoration, an occasion for new
prosperity or new purpose, a friend, a visible manifestation of the poetic

208 alam sajandharmavidhau vidhata runaddhi maunasya misena vanim / tatkanthamalifigya rasasya
trptam na veda tam vedajadah sa vakram.

2 Handiqui 34
119

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



sentiments, of virtuous speech and good character. Naisadha is himself the
husband chosen (by her).*!°

The relationship between Sriha:rsa, goddess Sarasvati, and the Naisadhiyacarita
forms a significant part of the legend of the poem and will be discussed further in
the context of traditional stories told about the poem. As far as the critical history
of Naisadha, the twin aspects of Speech -- form and meaning -- are the first to be
explored by the poem's commentators. Before the philosophical angle was taken
up, it was the striking literary tone and complexity of the poem that seemingly
captivated the intellectual energies of early commentators. The very first known
commentator Vidyadhara perceived this characteristic of the poem and built his
whole reading of it around this deeply felt impression. Although it is not the style
of the Sanskrit commentator to pointedly tell the reader how to enjoy the poem
(especially its poetic aspect), Vidyadhara obliquely draws the reader's attention to
the beauty of the poem by referring to the scientific names of as many of the
verbal ornaments as he can locate in the verses. One may again cite his
commentary on Nc 1.1 to illustrate his approach:
In this verse, alliteration is the poetic figure of sound. There being an
analogy drawn between nectar (sudha) and (Nala's) story (katha), because
there is demonstrated superiority of the story [here the tenor of the
comparison] and an undervaluing of the nectar [here the vehicle of the
comparison], there is also an inverted simile (vyatirekah) here. And also,

since there is a play on words (that provides) a sense of Nala in terms of
the narrative context and a sense of the Sun (Surya) in an extratextual

20 ¢riharsat kavirajatah krtirabhiit sa kapi lokottara yasyah
khelanabhlirmanisihrdayaprasadasriigasthali/ nepathyasya vidhir navarthaghatana sakhyo

rasavyaktayah $ilam Sabdanayah svayamvarapati§ caisa svayam naisadhah //
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context, there is the figure of expressing multiple meanings in a single
expression (§lesah). Because there is no difference posited with the Sun,
there is (the figure of) metaphor (ripakam). Therefore, according to the
maxim of the sesame seed and rice (tilatandulanyayah), here there is (the
figure of) commingling (saiikarah). !
One contemporary Sanskrit poet compares Sriharsa's use of words with wax in the
supple hands of a master sculptor, since both can creatively express exactly what
their mind's eye envisions.?’> That the first commentator Vidyadhara's emphasis
should fall on trope and rhetoric (alamkarasastra) has been noticed and imitated
by many later commentators, including the Saiva ascetic I§anadeva who offers a
humble acknowledgement of his debt to Vidyadhara's commentary®'*:
Let those scholars who are curious about the delineation of poetic figures
in Sriharsa's poem either employ their own aptitude for it or let them
consult Vidyadhara's commentary, which thoroughly ponders (the issue)
from all sides. Whatever I say on the matter is generally in deference to
him alone and not the result of my own diligence.*'*

Although a subject for a wholly separate study, the profusion of literary figures in

Naisadha is staggering, especially the complex integration of one figure with

21 atra §loke 'muprasah §abdalamkarah. sudhakathayor aupamye pratite sati sudhinadaratvena
kathadhikyapratipadanadvyatireko'rthalamkaro'pi. anyac ca nalasiiryavamanayoh
prikaranika'prakaranikayoh $listapadopanibandhe Slesalamkaro'pi. sfiryena sahabhedapratipadanad
ripakam. tasmat tilatandulanyayenatra samkarah' iti vidyadharaviracitasahityavidyadhari.

212 Remembered from a personal conversation with poet-scholar Srinivas Rath. Ujjain, 2003.

3 See Handiqui xxviii

24 ye 'lamkaravivecane kutukinah $riharsasamkirtite kavye 'smin svayam eva te vidadhatu
prajiavilasam budhah / tikam va bahuto vicarajatilam pasyantu vidyadharim tadvacya na vayam hi

tasya karane prayo na jatodyamah //
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several others in a single verse, what Lienhard describes as a characteristic of the
developed mahakavya tradition:
[There was a] reconstruction and reorganization of existing material into
new combinations so that the poetic or artistic element frequently consists
merely of novel, unusual, or surprising juxtapositions of two or more
standard components.*"
The semantic difficulty in diction and trope that the poem presents for
commentators is generally cited in terms of the poet's use of figures of sense
(arthalafikara-s) to create striking images in service of novel ideas. Sriharsa
himself suggests the novel nature of his literary enterprise in the two penultimate
pada-s of his final verse in the twentieth canto: " In this poem, which speaks of
subjects and sentiments unexplored by others, the twentieth canto of Nala's story

concludes."*'

Accepting this invitation of the poet to explore these poetic adventures not
seen before (adrstapirva) in other poets, Vidyadhara's pioneering discourse on
Naisadha as a site for complex literary constructions spreads itself in almost every
verse, being taken further and further by his successors. For example, Nc 1.47:

Amazing that even to this day Grandfather Brahma, heated by the weapon

(of the god of love), rests in the water-born lotus. What to say of another?

It seems, however, that Nala was perhaps unable to conquer the god of love
because (the god of love) was the shadow of his own body.*!’

251 jenhard 22

218 anyaksunnarasaprameyabhanitau viméastadiye mahakavye'yam vyagalan nalasya carite sargo
nisargojjvalah

27 kim anyad adyapi yadastratapitah pitamaho varijam asrayaty aho / smaram tanucchayataya tam

atmanah $a$aka Safike sa na lafighitum nalah // Nc 1.47
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Vidyadhara defines the figure here as both an imaginative ascription based on an
exaggeration (atratiSayoktirutpreksa) and a double-meaning expression
($lesalamkara). The former seems clear enough -- Kamadeva being merely Nala's
shadow is the exaggeration that is fancied as being the cause of Nala's inability to
defeat his infatuation, i.e. to shake his own shadow. Vidyadhara remains elusive
about the nature of the §lesa here but is probably suggesting the multiple semantic
possibilities of the word chaya (shadow, reflection, beauty), which Narayana picks
up on in his comment on the verse. Mallinatha, however, reads the

utpreksalaikara in more subtle terms and also delineates the other figures in the

verse:

Here the idea is that in order to defeat infatuation, on account of weakness,
even Grandfather Brahma (needs refuge). What then to say of Nala (a mere
mortal)? This is the first figure of speech here -- an inference to be drawn
from circumstances (arthapattih). (Next) is a simile (upama) between a
shadow and the body. Then there is the figure of exaggerating (atiSayoktih)
the quality of non-difference between the two (types of) shadows (cast by
the respective individuals). Because the imaginative ascription of a
shadow's inability to overcome the body (it relies on) is built upon an
ontological reason (hetu), here there is a hetiitpreksa. And saying that "this
seems to be the case" is expressed here because of the suggestive sense (of
the figure).2"®

Narayana feels that there is an elliptical utpreksa (luptotpreksa) here, where some
element of the ascription >is missing. He supplements the idea of taking refuge in

the lotus on account of infatuation as conveying the sense that infatuation is an

218 atra smaralafighane pitamaho'pyasakteh kimuta nala ity arthapattis tavad eko'alafikarah.
tano$chayevacchayety upama. chayayorabhedadhyavasayad atiSayoktih. alafighyatve
tanucchayatdya hetutvotpreksanad dhetiitpreksa. si ca Safiketi vyafijakaprayogad vicya.
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established law of nature that affects all (svabhavasiddham kamalasanatvam
kamasamtaptatvenotpreksitam). He also suggests that the poet's use of the word
'varija' (water-born lotus) conveys "coolness" (§itala) suitable for "overheated
lovers" (samtapta). Narayana does not give any further technical information
about the alamkara but gives alternative explanations of the nature of the utpreksa
relating to Nala's body and Kamadeva's shadow. First is that Nala and Kamadeva
have a similarity (s@mya) in terms of their body (chaya=3arira) and thus one
cannot defeat the other. Or, it is that his nature (bhava) is one of delicate beauty
(tanvi=chaya=$obha) and on account of this soft nature that wilts in the face of
separation anxiety (virahavyathajanitamlanaSobhataya) he cannot defeat the god
of love. Or it is that the god of love's inferior beauty cannot be overcome by his
own (superior beauty) but rather it already has (by its very nature). Narayana
concludes by saying that previously Nala's superiority over the god of love, in
terms of his steadfastness in the face of infatuation, was described. Now the

deconstruction of that steadfastness speaks to his increasing anxiety.** Although
one can only speculate on the knowledge of commentators of other commentaries

that preceded them -- and of "families" of commentaries that build upon each

219 yadva - tanvi chaya §obha yasya tasya bhavas tatta taya virahavyathdjanitamlanasobhataya tam
smaram lafighitum jetum na §asaka. yadva - atmanah §akasat kamasya
tanucchdyatayalpaSobhatvena jetum nasakat, api tu §asakaiva. tasyalpakantitvam
dtmano'dhikakantitvam eva jaya ity arthah. plirvam tasyatiSayitam dhairyam vamayitva
tannasakathanam vipralambhaposartham.
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220 __ the above example provides some idea of the ways in which a later

other
commentator elaborates, clarifies, corrects, or redirects in a wholly new direction
the analysis of his predecessors. One also may get an idea why, as Handiqui notes,
"the Prakasa of Narayana has practically ousted every other commentary on
Naisadha, [as he] does not deal with the figures of speech, but pays all his

attention to interpretation and grammar . . . explor[ing] all possible meanings [and]

... alternative interpretations.”!

By sheer virtue of the volume of their references to figures, Naisadha
commentators seem to agree that their poet relies heavily on figures such as
imaginative ascription (utpreksa), expressions that offer multiple semantic
possibilities (§lesa), and new approaches to the ubiquitous simile (upama).
Arguably, Sriharsa is the Sanskrit literary tradition's greatest master of utpreksa
and §lesa. Jani cites the comment in the preface to Pt. K.L.V. Shastri's Palghat
edition of the Naisadha: "In the imaginative construction of striking expressions,
Sriharsa deserves the kingship." 2 The poet himself draws the attention to his
own literary powers in Nc. 22.144, where Nala tells Damayanti to notice the way

in which poets who use the figure utpreksa can effortlessly conjure up an image of

201t is still unclear if Narayana comes before or after Mallinatha and dates are not available.

Handiqui offers that "it is possible that Nardyana was acquainted with the commentary of

Mallinatha . . . but even if we regard Narayana as later than Mallinatha, that would not conflict with
the probable date of Narayana (earlier than 1637 A.D.)" (xxxvii)

2! Handiqui xxxviii
%2 jttham vacyartha-vaicitrya-kalpanayam ériharsah simhasanam arhati.
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the moon as a sunstone jar (white and made of nectar) and the black space in the
moon as a rabbit carrying a bowl of sapphires out of which nectar is scooped up

and drunk by the attendant stars.”?

Here Sriharsa characteristically refers to
himself in subtle ways by employing the phrase "[poetry] by poetry skilled in
imaginative ascription" (utpreksakavibhih), which Narayana glosses as "[poetry]
by great poets like Sriharsa and others" (§riharsadibhirmahakavibhih)*** He
similarly self-referentially highlights his activity225 as a §lesakavi in 14.16 when he
writes of Sarasvati's words: "Those words that communicated double meaning
were truly the graceful plays of her poetic power."226 Preceding this statement in
the thirteenth canto comes perhaps the most artful use of the figure of §lesa, in the

form of the famous paficanaliya -- thirty-two verses that simultaneously describe

Nala and the four individual Vedic deities present at Damayanti's svayamvara.”?’

3 sapiteh sampriter ajani rajani$ah parisada paritas taranam dinamanimanigravamanikah / priye
pasyotpreksakavibhir abhidhanaya su$akah sudham abhyuddhartum dhrtasa$akanilasmacasakah //
22.144

%24 yani (244) provides a dozen or so remarkable utpreksa-s although, as he rightly notes, "the
instances are too numerous to be quoted."

zs Throughout the poem, Sriharsa alludes to the terms of the sahitya$astra and alankarasastra,
self-conscious of his own poetic processes and also aware of their interest to alankarika-s. Thus,
there are references to the vaidarbhi riti, the theories of dhvani and vakrokti, as well as overt
references to various figures of speech and sense.

28 glisyanti vaco yadamtiramusyah kavitvasakteh khalu te vilasah.

7 Nc 13.34 marks the culminating point of the paficanaliya, hinging on the §lesa inherent in the
bahuvrihi dharajagatya and the ever-tricky play on Nala's name (nayam nala), both of which can
be uniquely applied not only to the four Vedic deities but to Nala also. Damayanti is completely

lost in confusion after Sarasvati utters this last verse. Commentaries on this verse run for pages.
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According to Narayana, the entire thirteenth canto is called the paicanaliya®® (or
paficanali) and various manuscript collections attest to the fact that this canto has

been widely extracted as a discrete textual entity.”?

Beginning with Vidyadhara's observations and culminating as an integral
component of contemporary Naisadha reading, the enjoyment and careful study of
the poem's use of language appears to have had a long history. For example,
seventeenth century Naisadha commentator ViS§ves$vara in his commentary
Rakagama on Jayadeva Piyusavarsa's celebrated alamkara text Candraloka uses
predominantly Naisadha verses to exemplify the figures of speech and sense that
Jaydeva newly introduces.”® One may hastily posit a connection here between the
Naisadha's unprecedented tropic innovations with the burgeoning set of categories
for alamkara found in the Candraloka, a text emerging about a century after the
Naisadha. Vi§ve$§vara might have observed this connection between the postulates
of the alamkarasastra and the kavya it deals with by fashioning his Rakagama as a
vehicle to expand on this relationship. Both texts come at a mature point in the
respective development of the kavya and the alamkarasastra. In certain verses of
Naisadha, it appears that Sriharsa simply wishes to refashion the rhetoric used to
evoke conventional images that have become easily identifiable archetypes in

received kavya. For example, his mastery of the figure of circumlocution

28 idanim indradipaficanalisamjfiam trayodasam sargam arabhate.
29 Aufrecht CC 1, pg- 763.
#0Pg. 24 of Dr. David Mellins unpublished The Cool Rays of Aesthetics and Reasoning:

Jayadeva's Candraloka and its Role in the Evolution of Alamkarasastra.
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(paryayokta) is prominently discussed in the critical tradition. Often substituting
traditional patterns of description with original formulations, he replaces
predictable expressions for common motifs such as describing a young girl as "thin
in the waist" (krsodari) by rendering it in numerous varieties; for example, "the
existence or non-existence of whose waist comes under the scope of doubt
(sadasatsams$ayagocarodari)™' and one whose middle is an alternate

manifestation of Siva's supernatural ability to become miniscule

3! . .
2 Professor Jani provides numerous other

(iSanimaisvaryavivartamadhye).
examples of Sriharsa's use of paryayokti (called paryayavakrokti by Kuntaka) and
cites the notice it has received by other Sanskrit poets.233

Despite the intermittent appearance of complex tropes (safikaralamkara) in
Sriharsa's verses, the traditional reader has been well aware that Sriharsa's unique
literary style primarily builds off of figures of sound (§abdalankara-s), especially
alliterative rhythm (anuprasa). A.N. Jani thus remarks:

Thus the dictum 'naisadhe padalalityam', that the Naisadha abounds in

padalalitya or thythmic harmony seems to be justified . . . . [Footnote

reads:] Of course there is another reading (dandinah padalalityam) which
will be better if the stanza aims at all at any chronological order. Still,

Bl Ne 2.40
2 Ne 3.64

23 For example, Jani cites a verse from the Rambhamarijari of Nayacandrasiri, who seeks to
compare his own prowess in constructing extraordinary poetry that is simultaneously graceful in
sound and striking in image: lalityam amarasyeha $riharsasyeva vakrima / nayacandrakaveh kavye

drstam lokottaram dvayam //
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however, the beauty of words in the Naisadha has not escaped the notice of
sahrdaya-s who substituted the line with naisadhe padalalityam.”*

Sometimes this aspect is lost in modern understandings of the poem that
exaggerate his occasional four de force use of figures of sense (arthalankara-s).

In fact, Naisadha commentator Caritravardhana in his Tilaka makes sure to

2

emphasize the fact that unlike his predecessors Magha and Bharavi 33, who reveled

236

in the puzzle poetry (citrabandhakavya)™ that some critics deride as verbal

jugglery (camatkara), Sriharsa finds no place in his poem for such feats of
language:

Sriharsa has generally used the poetic figure of alliteration (anuprasa) to
further the sense, neglecting the figures that further the sense by artificially
arranging the verse in a peculiar shape (bandha) -- the primary figures here
being the "good all ways" design (sarvatobhadra), the "drum design"
(muraja) and designs built upon homonymic repetition of letters or words

(yamaka).237
It seems clear that Sriharsa avoids citrabandha-s as much for narrative purpose as

for aesthetic reasons.”*® Furthermore, Sriharsa seems not to abide by the
y

B4 Jani 264. The famous verse alluded to here will be visited again in the context of traditional
valuation of Naisadha among the commentators:upama kilidasasya bharaver arthagauravam /
naisadhe padalalityam maghe santi trayo gunah //

35 Well-known examples of citrabandha can be found in Canto 15 of Kiratarjuniya, Canto 19 in
Sisupalavadha, and Canto 43 and 48 of Ratnikara's Harivijaya.

56 See Kalanath Jha's Figurative Poetry in Sanskrit Literature.

237 ¢riharsair yamakamurajasarvatobhadrapramukhanbandhanarthapustikarananadrtyarthapustikaro
‘nuprasabhidhasabdalafikarah prayah prayuyuje.

28 Jani remarks: "But the artist in Sriharsa knew that such wizardry of words, though bespeaking
high equipments of the poet, are detrimental to the rasa -- the soul of poetry and hence he

purposely avoided them. Such bandhas are consequently conspicuous by their absence in the
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traditional "rules" and conventions of mahakavya in terms of description and
structure.” For example, seventeenth century commentator Ramacandra Sesa is
quick to point out at the end of his Bhavadyotanika commentary on the first canto:
"Even if he does not describe water-sports, it is not an occasion for controversy
over whether or not the poem has undercut its status as a mahakavya."**
Ramacandra then cites Dandin's Kavyadarsa to bolster his argument that leaving
out some conventional aspect or other does not ruin a poem.”*! The fact that
Sanskrit commentators have been eager to dispel controversies in their remarks on
Naisadha suggests, however, the prevalent existence of hostile or potentially
hostile responses to the poem's appreciation as a work of literary merit. In fact,
intensive scrutiny on the poem's perceived faults (dosa) becomes a long-standing
appendix to any study of the Naisadha tradition and is woven into the anecdotal

history of the poem's reception, a topic dealt with below. Despite the occasionally

strained literary effect of verses, it appears that one of the hallmarks of this text's

Naisadha. Thus was Sriharsa responsible for the healthy convention in ousting altogether the old
custom of indulging in bandha-s which had reached absurd proportions." (259)

29 Again, Jani writes: "But §r1harsa is not a slave of such rules and does not introduce them willy-
nilly in his poem. Unlike his two predecessors, he introduces only those elements which are
suitable to his narration." (260)

20 salilakridaya avarnane'pi na mahakavyatvabhafigaprasafigah

! nytinam apy atra yaih kaiécid afigaih kavyam na dusyati' ity uktatvat (Kavyadarsa 1.20)
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appeal is that it usually succeeds in the risks it takes to be both poetic and

learned.?*

2421 jenhard explains:; "The [Sanskrit] author always ran the risk of discovering that he had
neglected to pay sufficient attention to the poetic side of his work or to its scientific learned

aspects” (29).
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Naisadha as Difficult Text: Medicine for the Learned (naisadham
vidvadausadham)

Candupandita, while heavily borrowing from Vidyadhara's commentary243
suggests that the Naisadha warrants a more scholarly treatment from the point of
view of philosophical $astra in order to provide clarity for the reader:

Even though Vidyadhara has composed a helpful commentary, he is unable

to relinquish (in his own work) the profound depth of Sriharsa's learned

language. The unfathomable water of the ocean is frequently carried up by

the clouds and penetrates the various directions -- can that water in the

ocean be knee-deep anywhere?**
In other words, just as the clouds and the ocean exchange the same water and
maintain the status quo of the ocean's depth, similarly Vidyadhara's commentary
stays as deep as Sriharsa's poem for many readers. It does not clarify Sriharsa's
original language and ideas for a reader incapable of grappling with the original on
its own terms. Thus the commentator Vidyadhara, in Candupandita's opinion, will
leave the reader puzzled in places about what Sriharsa is trying to say. Therefore,
he goes on to say, he is writing this commentary to bring out the depth

(gambhirata) that saturates the Naisadha in a way that opens the text up to the

uninitiated. He hastens to add that he is expressing whatever he knows (nijadhiya)

3 It seems that at points there is a conflation of their commentaries in the manuscript evidence.
Jaydev Jani discusses this point in the Introducton to his edition of Candupandita's commentary
(XxXXiv).

M tikam yady api sopapattiracanam vidyadharo nirmame $riharsasya tathdpi na tyajati sa
gambhiratam bharati. dikkiilafikasatam gatair jaladharair udgrhyamanam muhuh paravaram

aparam ambu kim iha sy&jj anumatram kvacit..
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as specifically as he possibly can. Jaydev Jani frames the importance of Candu's
contribution to the Naisadha tradition in the following manner: "Thus
Candupandita is the first scholar who has made the Naisadha an arena to exhibit
one's scholarship. It is perhaps after his commentary that the Naisadha might have
been extolled as naisadham vidvadau.sadham."245 Candupandita's implicit critique
of Vidyadhara is carefully framed in a compliment: like every useful and
interesting commentator, Vidyadhara tries to makes his commentary easier or
more transparent in some respects than that of the poet's expression while at the
same time trying to help others feel what he himself feels in reading the master
poet. The problem, as Candu understands it, is that Vidyadhara does not quite
succeed in the former task -- to make the poem easier for the reader by teasing out
the depth (gambhirata) locked in Sriharsa's references and usages. This then shall
be his contribution to the study of the poem, he suggests. The pattern set in
motion by Candupandita continues for generations. Each new commentator wants
to add a layer to the cake, as it were, bringing out some new angle, reinforce an
established one, or anthologize received contributions.

The notion that the Naisadha is a "difficult" text has become virtually
proverbial among Sanskrit readers familiar with its tradition. The fourteenth

century commentator Bhavadatta, for example, explains:

#y aydev Jani xxxxix
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Having not studied with several teachers, even a learned scholar is unable
to say anything about it. My sophomoric effort to comment on the poem
will certainly be ridiculous to the learned poets.”*
Where the difficulty of reading this text lies, however, has been understood
variously in the course of its history of reception. The notion that it is difficult has
been written into nearly every formal commentary on the text, expanded in the

traditional literary histories of the poem and poet, and frequently appended to any

critical discussion of the text. Unithiri writes:

As a vehicle for the continuation of knowledge handed down from
successive teachers, the fika has a noble purpose. The commentators as a
whole have helped to preserve many a work from total extinction or
oblivion. But for their attempts to explain the works they would have
hardly survived. We have so many works that live merely through the
quotations in the commentaries. The commentators have preserved the
literary and social traditions, the customs, manners, and idioms of their age
through their commentarial works. This explains why the commentarial
literau%e flourished in the course of centuries catering to changing

tastes.

The poem's relationship with the traditional "university" texts of pre-modern South
Asian culture has probably garnered the most visible attention from professional
readers of Naisadha -- in both positive and negative terms. Widely commented
upon has been the Naisadha's varied and complex poetic representation of the
culture's cumulative theoretical, philosophical, literary, and scientific knowledge
($astra). From a traditional point of view, it often is spoken of as the most lavishly

executed mahakavya of its kind -- the kind, that is, that combines sense and sound

6 yaktum sudhir api gurtin anupasya yasya $aknoti kificid api naiva rahasyam asya. kavye
Sramo'tra vivrtau kavipanditasya mohdya kintu mama samprati balakasya.

247 Unithiri 56
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in innovative and unusually complex ways.248 According to Dr. Meher, within the
twenty-two cantos there are two hundred and thirty verses that refer to some aspect
of the Vaidika, Tantrika, Bauddha, and Jaina philosophical traditions. Generally,
however, the obvious and well-known doctrines of the philosophical systems do
not find representation in the poem, but rather the important (or at least interesting)
discussions that a well-trained reader could perhaps identify and certainly
appreciate. The most ubiquitous references are to the classical six "orthodox"

systems of Indian philosophy dealing with logic (nyaya and vaiSesika)**®, ritual

%8 The popular verse that eulogizes Sriharsa's work as superior to that of the two other celebrated
post-Kalidasa mahakavi-s has become a standard quotation in traditional Naisadha studies. tavad
bha bharaver bhati yivan maghasya nodayah / udite naisadhe k@vye kva magha kva ca bharavi //
2% Examples include: the concept of dvyanuka, the combination of two atoms which is the first
item in the process of atomic creation (Nec 3.125); the Vaisesika theory of darkness (Nc 22.36),
which leads the commentators Naryayana and Candupandita to cover the whole body of Vaisesika
literature (up to their times) in their glosses. Candupandita, for example, quotes the famous
logician Sridhara's discussion of darkness in full); the Nyaya concept of salvation (Nc 17.75); the
Nyaya-Vaisesika theory of mind as atomic (Ve 5.29); the theory of rays, whereby perception is
dependent on the eyes' rays coming into contact with an object (Nc 8.3); the sixteen padarthas
(categories) of the Nyaya school (Nc 10.81) and two of the three methods of scientific discussion
recognized by that system, enumeration (udde$a) and definition (laksana); reference to the fallacy
known as satpratipaksa (called prakaranasama by some writers) (Nc 17.79), an ambiguous or
inconclusive statement being counterbalanced by a contrary proposition of equal force. [Most of
the information in this and the next few footnotes are drawn from the contributions of Drs.

Handiqui and Meher on the subject of philosophy in the Naisadha.]
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251 252

and hermeneutics (pizrva mimamsay™, (sankhya-yoga)™", (vedanta)”*. There are

also notable references to Buddhist*>® and Jain®* traditions of philosophy.

0 Examples include: the Mimamsa theory that the gods have no existence apart from the Mantras
with which they are invoked (Ne 5.39 and Nc 14.73), the theory of svatahpramanya (self-validity
of knowledge) (Nc 2.61) [Candu heavily quotes the Kumdrila's §lokavarrtika here]; the Prabhakara
Mimamsa theory of akhydativada (error) (Nc 6.51); the atheism of the Mimamsa system (Nc 11.64)
and the controversy about the existence of God (V¢ 11.64) [Nardyana's comment on 11.64 is,
according to Handiqui, "based on a later tradition that the Mimams3a system was not really
atheistic."]; the atheism of the Mimamsa is contrasted with the theism of the Nyaya and the
Vedanta in NC 6.102, where, according to Dr. Handiqui, "the controversy about Karma and Iévara
is carried on by the followers of Mimams3, Nyaya, and Vedanta schools . . . [the poet] gives in a
nutshell the two main conclusions put forward by rival schools."

5! Examples include: the Safikhya doctrine of causation (satkaryavada) in (Ne 5.94); notions of
animal slaughter and impurity [According to Handiqui, Candu finds a reference to Safikhya in (Nc¢
22.76), where the slaughter of animals is represented as a blemish or an unclear feature of the
Vedic sacrifices: "Candu quotes Safkhyakarika Verse 2 which characterizes the Vedic sacrifices
system as impure and hence ineffective as a means of averting pain."]; a reference is made to
object-reliant meditative absorption (samprajiidta samadhi) (Nc 21.119) and devotion to God
(i§vara-pranidhana) (Nc 8.27); also the various yogic powers (siddhi-s) are alluded to in various
verses (Nc¢ 5.3-5)

52 Examples include: several references to the Vedanta doctrine of the realization of the Absolute
(Nc 3.3, Nc 3.4, and Ne 5.8); characteristics of salvation and the worldly state, joy and delusion
respectively given in (Nc 8.15); the Vedantic theory of dreams is given in (Nc 1.40); reference to
the subtle body (lifigasarira) is given in 9.94, whereby reference is made to the process by which
the subtle body departs at death, as described in the Upanisads; an elaborate description of the
devotion of the Upanisad to the Absolute (Nc¢ 11.29); a synthesis of Vaisnava and Vedantic
doctrines (Nc 21.108) whereby as Handiqui writes, "the apparent diversity of the external
phenomena attributed to Maya is represented as being the mere flash of the will of Visnu"; a
discussion of discursive alternatives (koti) with regard to existence and non-existence (Nc 13.36).
53 Examples include: Reference is made to the Madhyamika doctrine of emptiness

(sanyatmatavada) (Nc 10.87, Nc 21.88, Nc 22.23, ); the Yogacara view that the universe is nothing
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Professor Handiqui writes that the Naisadha "refers to doctrines of all the
systems including the Vedanta, and passes in review a number of characteristic
theories, as if he desired his poem to serve also an introduction to the study of the
philosophical systems."*’ In a significant way, the Sanskrit commentary's
pioneering tendency to shape a tradition through the preservation and transmission
of diffuse cultural data parallels one of the central trajectories of Naisadha itself.
An especially close kinship between the poet Sriharsa, a philosopher and
intellectual himself, and the commentators seems to emerge in time as the
commentators pick up on some of the learned associations the poet embeds and
communicate them to those who are familiar with them. The fact of ériharsa's
composition of the famous philosophical commentary cum personal dissertation

Khandanakhandakhadya ("Sweet candies of philosophical argument” )? and the

but consciousness (vifianasamastya) (Nc 10.87); the Sautrantika position that knowledge is
endowed with form (sakaratasiddhi) (Nc 10.87).

ZAn example can be found in Ne 9.71, where a reference to the three Jewels (triratna) is made
[samyagdarsana -- faith in the teachings of Jaina scriptures, samyagjfidna -- thorough knowledge
of the doctrines propounded in the scriptures, and samyakcaritra -- cessation from all activities
leading to sin, involving practice of the five Vratas or vows to renounce violence, theft, falsehood,
lust, and greed.] (Nc 10.87)

% Handiqui 509
28 Dr. S Radhakrishnan has written about the Khandanakhandakhadya: "It is the greatest work on

Advaita dialectics. It is one long dissertation on the vanity of philosophy, setting forth the inability
of the human mind to compass those exalted objects which its speculative ingenuity suggests as
worthy of its pursuit. . . he (Shriharsha) takes the reader through a long and arduous process. . . to
establish the simple truth that nothing can be conclusively proved to be either true or false.

Everything is doubtful except universal consciousness. He. .. argues that the Nyaya is busy with
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self-styled legend of himself as a recipient of divine inspiration®>’ embolden the
commentators to read the poem's language very carefully for philosophical ideas.
Furthermore, there are numerous instances in the epic poem where the poet
prompts a reading of philosophical ideas into the structure of his poetic imagery by
explicitly indicating a relationship of these images to certain philosophical ideas.
As noted earlier, a similar phenomenon appears with respect to literary features of
the poem, where the poet explicitly introduces technical terms of the sahityasastra
such as riti, vakrokti, dhvani, and the various alankara-s themselves.

This explicit self-consciousness of Sriharsa also takes the form of what is
often called a bhanita (or bhana), i.e. self-descriptive, verse at the end of each
canto that gives information about his parents, the other works he has written, and
points of self-analysis about his poem and its processes.258 It is perhaps from
Sriharsa that later poets (like Jayadeva in his Gitagovinda, for example) and
commentators (Candupandita and Narayana, among Naisadha commentators)
adopt this custom.” According to Jani, these verses do not seem to be

interpolations, as they are "found in the oldest available manuscripts of the poem."

apparent existence and reality. The diversity of things is not ultimate, while the Absolute is,

though never known." (78)

57 See Chapter Four, section 1d.

28 Several of these will be discussed in the context of the poet's role in guiding later readers'
attempts to construct a biography of the poet and poem. See Chapter Four.

9 Phyllis Granoff speaks in regard to these verses: "Sanskrit literature in fact provides examples of
mahakavya in which similar verses have been added on to the end of each canto. Cf. Arisimha's
Sukrtasamkirtana to which Amaracandra added the closing verses, and the closing verses to

Udayaprabhasiiri's Dharmabhyudaya." (254)
138

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



There are also four important "concluding" verses at the end of the poem that are
significant from the point of view of the poem's historical reception. If one
accepts the tradition of these four concluding verses found verbatim in both
Sriharsa's Khandanakhandakhadya and Naisadhiyacarita then it appears the poet-
philosopher had a very firm hand in guiding his own text's critical reception as a

difficult text in need of a skilled commentator. Even if one finds them spurious,260

clear indications from within the body of the poem amply demonstrate the poet's
tendency to himself and his poetic processes into the poem. Furthermore, it
appears that most later commentators, including Narayana and Mallinatha,
comment on these verses. Two of these verses (Nc 22.150 and Nc¢ 22.152) are
relevant in the context of the poem's tradition as a text designed for "advanced"
students and not for beginning students nor for prudish readers®":
Even the most beautiful woman cannot captivate the heart of an infant the
way she can the heart of a young man. In that way, my words delight the
hearts of learned connoisseurs and become nectar. What of the disrespect
that comes from insipid individuals?*%

Narayana explains that a learned connoisseur must be one who knows the esoteric

points of all the philosophical systems (sakaladarSanarahasyavedin). For him, by

2% Jani finds these verses to be "a sort of conventional self-praise of the poet [that] do not seem to
be original as they are not found in the oldest available MSS of the poem." (30)

%! The final stanza (Nc 22.153) gives historical information about ériharsa's place in Kanauj and
will be approached in a later section.

262 yath3 yiinas tadvat paramaramaniyapi ramani kumaranam antahkarapaharanam naiva kurute /
madukti$ ced antarmadayati sudhibhiiya sudhiyah kimasya nama syad arasapurusan adarabharaih //

Nc22.150
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listening to and dwelling on the poem, it will become nectar (§ravanamananadi
vasat sudhibhuydm_rtatvam prapya). Narayana then introduces the next verse by
saying that in order to remove the charge that this is no poem at all because it lacks
as its primary quality clarity of expression and that it is often extremely difficult to
comprehend (prasadariipamukhyagunabhavad atidurbodhatvad akavyam iti ye
vadanti tac chanikam apanudan), the poet has purposefully made his poem difficult
in order to tame the proud reader (baladarpadalanartham) and to establish that its
deep profundity cannot be understood without the aid of a learned teacher
(gurusampradayena vina durbodham ity atigambhiryapratipadanartham). And
so0, according to Narayana, Stiharsa has composed the following verse:
Here and there I have made an effort to lodge some knots in this text in
order to frustrate the proud reader. Let no scoundrel play here. Only a
good man who has had these challenging textual knots loosened by a
properly reverenced teacher will be able to happily dive into the nectarine
waves of this poem.263
Narayana elucidates here that Sriharsa means to say that one must attend to a
teacher who can provide a commentary for the reader and that, without proper
guidance, not even a single verse will be rightly grasped.264 He also clears up any

misunderstanding that the poet was not capable of being crystal clear, if in fact he

wanted to take that route (na tu prasannakavyakaranasakta), by citing that the

63 oranthagranthir iha kvacit kvacid api nyasi prayatnan maya prijiamanyamana hathena pathiti
masminkhalah khelatu / sraddharaddhaguruslathikrtadrdhagranthih samasadayatv
etatkdvyarasormimajjanasukhavyasajjanam sajjanah // Nc 22.152

2 b jitena guruna ptirvam a$latha api $lath3 krta vyakhyaya subodhah krta drdha svartipato
durbodha granthayo yasmai sa gurusampradayavagatarthah . . . guruparamparaya vinaikasyapi

padyasyartho boddhum na §akyate.
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verse only mentions the existence of difficulty here and there (kvacit kvacit) and
not everywhere. It seems that whoever has composed these verses has aimed to
distill some of the lusty spirit and cheeky bravado found in the Naisadha itself. It
also indicates the critical objections that either the poet anticipated or some of
early readers felt in listening to the poem. Jhala feels that "[t}hese stanzas betray
the highly self-conscious vein of the author about the qualities of his poem which
he asserts will appeal only to the discriminating connoisseur" and adds that the
poet's deliberate "knottiness" is to "keep smatterers well away from his work".

Jhala concludes:

One thing may be borne in mind: the Naisadha, despite its difficult and
scholastic nature, or perhaps because of it, has proved very popular among
the Pandits, which is indicated not only by the very large number of
commentaries -- nearly fifty -- written on it in course of time but also by
the fact that some half a dozen commentaries were written within a
hundred and fifty years of its composition.
Perhaps more than any other famous literary text in Sanskrit, the Naisadhiya has
had a significant role in guiding its own hermeneutic traditions. Scholars who
have written histories of Sanskrit literature generally do not like Sriharsa's highly
self-referential attitude with respect to his personal history, artistic processes, with
respect to the attitude with which his poem should be received, and in the form of
a bitter acknowledgement of its being potentially misconstrued by inferior readers.
In this light, it often becomes difficult to understand the complex interaction of

poet, text, and reader in the formation of the Naisadha tradition that has grown,

developed, and sustained itself in almost every major literary language of India for
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nearly a millennium. In surveying the internal processes of Naisadha, what V.
Narayana Rao has written on the phenomenon of self-referentiality in South Asian
literary history resonates with striking precision: "A mark of modernity is the
increasing reflexivity of its literature. Artists and writers think more self-
consciously about what they are doing; interpretation of form enters into writing
itself."* Jani cites that Sriharsa actually encourages readers to study his

Khandanakhandakhadya as one would a review course reader in order to become

e . . . . . . 26
"invincible in dialectic discussion."*®

Before Sriharsa fires off this playful salvo against the novice reader, there
is the record of Bhatti's famous self-referential statement about his poem needing a
commentary for it to be comprehensible, supposedly a response to literary critic
Bhamaha's mild critique of difficult poetry.?’ Bhamaha has written in his 2.20 of
his Kavyalankara:
Even if these (difficult texts) are poems, understood through commentaries
as they must be like technical treatises (§astra), it can only be a grand
entertainment for the learned -- alas, the dunces will be frustrated.?®®
Bhatti, probably in response, writes in 22.34 of his Ravanavadha:
This poem is to be understood with (the help of a) commentary. It will be a

grand entertainment for the learned. Because I hold dear the learned man,
frustrated will be the dunces with respect to this work.”®

% Rao 559

266 See Jani 114 for citation from the Khandana.

%7 Krishnamachariar (143) feels that Bhatti came later than Bhamaha because of the nature of his
treatment of alamkara-s in Canto 10 of his kavya.

2% xavyany api yadimani vyakhyagamyani §astravat /

utsavah sudhiyam eva hanta durmedhaso hatah // [Kavyalankara 2.20]
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Disregarding the charming quality of this faux-debate among the traditional
readers, modern scholars such as S.K. De of Bhatti's verse write:
It is not thus a boast, but rather an excuse. If a poet is to boast of his poem
as being a hard nut to crack, he will boast that the learned and not the dull-

witted will find it difficult. To puzzle the dull-witted is not a thing to be
proud of, and this is why Bhatti gives vidvatpriyata as an excuse for that.”’

0
One eastly notices the similarity between the concluding verses of the Naisadha
(spurious or not) and Bhatti's assertion. In the case of both poems, the target
audience's aptitude becomes a source of great concern in the discourse of the text.
In the case of Naisadha, there emerge supernatural stories of the poet's having to
acquire special powers of intelligence and then tone them down for the sake of his
readers. As shall be seen in a later section, the early Sanskrit commentators felt a
need to construct a literary history of the poet and poem around such conceptions.
Generally, however, it was later non-commentarial works that really fleshed out
the "reasons” for the poem's being recondite. The commentators generally stay

close to the text and are interested in teasing out all of the learned allusions, direct

references, and associations emanating from the poem's language.

2% yyakhyagamyam idam kavyamutsavah sudhiyamalam /
hata durmedhasa$ casmin vidvat priyataya maya // [Bhattikavya 22.34]

0 pe 50
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Commenting on Embedded Philosophical Reference in Naisadha:

Based on a systematic study of the structure or imagery of the poem, a
Sanskrit commentary by nature brings out in explicit language what is implicit in
the poem. While it is true that in certain cases, Sriharsa embeds his poetic contexts
with all sorts of allusions to philosophy or other kinds of literature and keeps the
door of interpretation wide open for commentators, sometimes it is the
commentator who seizes upon any slight opening in the text to occasion a lengthy
discourse on a given topic. A few cases may elucidate these processes. With
respect to the latter phenomenon of strong reading by a commentator, a close look
at Candupandita's comment on Nc 6.51 may prove illuminating. Occurring during
a pivotal turn in the fortunes of the hero and heroine, where an invisible Nala
accidentally brushes up against a flustered Damayanti in the corridors of the
women's quarters, the poet describes the phantasmagoric nature of their
interaction. The dramatic irony of their chance encounter in the most intimate of
locations is intensified by the poet's charming glimpse into their psyche:

The two actually embraced in the midst of embracing an illusion of each
other, one seeing the other as if elsewhere even though both were fixed in
the same place.””!

Most readers would probably appreciate the poignant image at this point in the

narrative and pass onto the next verse. However, one commentary on this verse

7 anyonyam anyatravad iksamanau parasyaparena'dhyusite'pi dese /
alifgitalikaparasparantas tathyam mithas tau parisasvajate // Nc 6.51
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demonstrates that the ubiquitous discourse of Naisadha built around identifying
philosophical reference was probably introduced by one of its earliest
commentators. In fact, if a preliminary comparative look at the few available
commentaries stands up in the court of scholarly opinion, the second known
commentator on the text Candupandita seems to have been the most zealous
proponent of this sort of interpretation. There are places where he reads an
embedded philosophical reference that no later commentator seems to have even
picked up on (or ignored due to lack of evidence). Candupandita, while explaining
the narrative context, suddenly sees in the verse a reference to the Prabhakara-
mimamsa theory of error (akhyativada) and proceeds to give a comprehensive
explanation. First, he sets up the situation using his standard question-and-answer
(kathambhiitini) approach toward defining the words and explaining the syntactical
relationships:

The two (tau), Nala and Damayanti, embraced (parisasvajate) each other
(mithah) [=(parasparam)] in actuality (tathyam) [=truly (satyam eva);
unobjectionably (abadhyam)]. Where? In the middle of her inner
chambers, the two embraced the illusion of each other. In the midst of
the illusory embrace, a true embrace occurred. Or else, (one may take) the
modifier "actually" (tathyam) as an adverb (modifying "mind" (antah)
whereby during the embrace, the mind illusorily embraced each other. The
true Damayanti was embraced by Nala, whose mind grasped a false
Damayanti. And a true Nala was embraced by Damayanti, whose mind
had become engrossed in a false Nala. Here the distinction rests in the
origin of the reason. What were they doing? They are seeing (iksamanau)

(=(vilokayantau)] each other as if they were in different places
(anyonyam anyatravat) [= as if established in some other location

(anyapradese sthitav iva)]. Where? even though both of them are
inhabiting the same space (parasparena adhyusite'pi) [=asrite'pi dese;
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both being stationed in a single location (ekatra sthitav api satyav api
272
tau).

Having provided the narrative context (prakaranikavastu), he then frames the
situation with a preliminary discussion of its philosophical implications,
analogizing the subject of the verse with standard images from philosophical texts:

Just as a delusion always accounts for experiencing an illusory embrace, in
such a way these two on account of delusion thought they had embraced
their many selves -- since at the time of a delusion, another delusion also
arises, (and another, etc). Just as a dream that is true at the time of
dreaming afterwards (finds its reality) logically objectionable, just so an
illusory embrace also is true at that time (of the illusion) and is (only)
afterwards logically objectionable. And just so the mother-of-pearl is truly
(apprehended) as silver at the time (of apprehension) and afterwards is
(found to be) logically objectionable. But here is the distinction. On
account of the delusion of perceiving such things as mother-of-pearl as
silver, an anxiety arises that if this spontaneous (perception of silver) will
be logically objectionable then (perhaps) I will not (be able to) apprehend
(real) silver (in the future). But here (in the context of this verse), even
when t2I71?re is an actual embrace, an experience akin to an illusory embrace
arises.

Next, Candupandita strategically delineates the philosophical implications of the
described situation by first framing the points of view of various philosophical

schools, including the Sankhya, Bauddha, Nyaya, and Vedanta. He then suggests

77 tau damayantinalau mithah parasparam tathyam satyam eva abadhyam parisasvajate. kva --
ilingitalikaparasparantah &lifigitam yadalikam parasparam tasyantah madhye. alikalifiganamadhye
satyam alifiganam jatam. athavi alifigitalikaparasparam anta$cittam yatparisvafige iti
kriyavisesapam tathyavisesanam va. grhitalikabhaimicittena nalena satyabhaimi alifigita.
alikanalavistacittaya bhaimya ca satyanala alifigitah. atra hetugarbham vi§esanam. kim kurvanau -
- anyonyam anyatravat anyapradese sthitav iva iksamanau vilokayantau. kva -- parasparena
adhyusite'pi aSrite'pi dese. ekatra sthitdv api satyav api tau.

7 yatha nityam bhrantya mithyalifiganam anubhavatah tathaiva dtmanam bhrantyalifigitam
manyete sma. param bhrantir api yasmat bhrantikale satyeva bhavati. yatha svapnah
svapnavyavaharakile satyah pa$cat badhyo bhavati, tathalikalifiganam api tatkale satyam pacat
badhyam. yatha ca Suktirajatam tatkale satyam pa$cdt badhyam. paramayam viSesah. bhrantya
driyamanasya $Suktirajatader idr§am bhayam bhavati, yadidam ksapena yadi badhyam bhavisyati
tada mama rajatapraptir na bhavisyati. atra tu satyalifigane'pi bhrantyalifiganasadrsi pratitir jata.
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the poet's intention to invoke the Prabhakara-mimamsa and proceeds to summarize
the relevant philosophical idea:

Here there is a discrepancy among the philosophers. The Safikhya
philosophers hold that the object of an erroneous cognition is real
(satkhyativada); when there is an error, as when mother-of-pearl is
apprehended as silver, that (apprehension) is, in some form or other,
understood as actually real. The Buddhist philosophers argue that the
object of an erroneous cognition is not real (asatkhyativada); it is the
Middle-Path Buddhists (madhyamika) who propound the doctrine of non-
existence or emptiness (§unyavada). On account of delusion, unreal, i.e.
empty, indeed is the apprehension of silver. The Nyaya and Bhatta
Mimamsa philosophers speak of the object of erroneous cognition as
something other (anyathakhyati); because of the delusion of there being
silver in front of you when something other is present, the apprehension of
mother-of-pearl as silver is something other (that what is apprehended).
According to this point of view, something takes on a reality even though
unreal. In saying that here on the ground there is no pot, one means that
there is an absence of a pot on the ground but not a complete absence (of
pots everywhere). Just so is this (apprehended) silver. This objecting
awareness -- with respect to the fact that when deluded there is no silver --
merely blocks the absence of something else, but not silver (in general).
Just so, the Vedanta philosophers hold that the object of erroneous
cognition is indefinable. Because an objection arises this silver cannot be
real; because it can be ascertained, it is also not unreal. Just so because
existence and non-existence mutually contradict each other, it is neither
real nor unreal. Nor is it something other than the real and the unreal.
Therefore, because of the inability to express it in any way at all, the silver
is apprehended as something indefinable. The Prabhakara Mimamsa
philosophers hold that the object of so-called "erroneous cognition" is not
erroneous at all (akhyativada). This silver is neither apprehended
erroneously nor is it illusory. Rather, it is simply true, since there are two
cognitions present, one perceptually grasped and one remembered. On
account of an awakening of previously experienced sense impressions --
because of the similarity of such qualities as white light, etc. in things --
perceived phenomena such as illusions are as real as the bracelets of a
young woman or a market street. In that way, the silver superimposed on
the mother-of-pearl is remembered. Therefore, both are real. This silver in
front of us is real. (And) because it is remembered from a previous
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experience, (this apprehension of silver) is also true. This verse has been
prepared by the poet to reflect the Prabhakara view. 2™

Having supposedly identified Sriharsa's embedded reference (adhikarikavastu),
Candupandita then reconnects the idea with the narrative situation by integrating
alternative explanations of the words he has already glossed with his philosophical
hypothesis that this verse reflects the view of the Prabhakara Mimamsakas:

Both Damayanti and Nala embraced each other in actuality, though seeing
each other as if they were in different places. Where? In the midst
(=antah) of their false embrace. That there is an illusory union of the two
(parasparam=mithunam= alikalinigitam) here would ordinarily be
accepted. In this case, however, it has actually (tathyam) happened. It
follows that even though being in front of each other
(adhyusite'pi=purovartini), they understood (iksamanau=janantau) each
other to be as if in a mistaken location (anyatravat= bhrantisthalavad) on
account of a superimposition of one form onto another
(aropitaripena=parasparena). The meaning is this -- Nala may at some
point have had the experience of a true embrace somewhere. And
Damayanti also experienced embraces with her friends. That (experience)
alone is what is remembered in this shared space. Therefore, both are real -
- the perceptual knowledge of embracing each other and the memory
consciousness (of embrace). Neither are talse. Therefore, the embrace of
the couple (mithah) is real, for the memory consciousness cannot be
logically opposed. And this is the uniform stance of the Prabhakara
Mimamsakas. Also, there cannot be a repetition (in meaning) of the

2" atra vadinam vipratipattih. satkhyativadi safikhyah. bhrantau Suktimastake yadrajatam khyati
pratibhasate tat sad eva kvapi vidyamanam eva. asatkhyativadi bauddhah. $unyavadi
madhyamikah. asad eva Sunyam rajatam bhrantya khyati. anyathakhyativadi naiydyiko bhattas ca.
anyathd vartamanam rajatam bhrantidosava$at purovartide$e §uktimastake anyatha khyati.
yatastasya mate abhavo'pi bhavatmakah. iha bhiitale ghato nasti ityukte ghatdbhdvo nama bhitale
na tu sarvathdbhdvah. tatha idam rajatam ity arthah. bhrantau nedam rajatam ity anena
badhakajfianena anyathabhavamatram badhyate na tu rajatam. tatha anirvacaniyakhyativadi
vedanti. idam rajatam sanna bhavati badhyatvat. tatha asad api na bhavati pratiyamanatvat. tatha
sadasad api na bhavati bhivabhavayoh parasparam virodhat. na ca sadasadbhyam aparah
prakaro'sti. tasmat kendapi prakarena nirvaktum a$akyatvat anirvacaniyam rajatam khyati.
akhyativadinah prabhakarah. idam rajatam na khyati na pratibhasikam bhati. kimtu satyam eva,
yad ete grahanasmaranavijfiane satye. tathahi vanigvithyadau kantakafkanadau ca grhitam sat
cakacikyadi§vetabhaskaratvadisadrsyat plirvanubhavasamskarodbodhe sati §uktimastake tadeva
rajatam smrtam. tato dvayam api satyam. idam purovarti satyam rajatam. plrvanubhavat smrtam
tadapi satyam. ayam ca §lokah prabhakarabhiprayena kavina krtah.
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(synonymous) words "anyonya," "paraspara,” and "mithah." First,
"anyonya" refers to signifies the embrace experience in the past. The next
word "paraspara" refers to the memory consciousness with respect to what
is in front of them. The third word points to the union of the perceptual
and memory consciousness with respect to so-called illusion posited by
other philosophers. The fourth word "mithah" designates the notion
established by the Prabhakara school of thought. Therefore, in every way,
the two truly embrace each other.””

Through a sophisticated analysis, Candu has apparently decoded Sriharsa's

magical fusing of idea and image in the description of a significant human
experience. According to Handiqui, however, Candupandita is the only
commentator to take this approach to the verse. The other commentators may be
wondering if perhaps Candu, like the lovers, is himself not experiencing some sort
of hallucination here, offering an interpretive experience of silver as it were where
only mother-of-pearl is to be found. Narayana and Mallinatha, for example, do not
seem so entranced by the philosophical possibilities of this verse. They both feel
that Nala and Damayanti were in the same room and in the midst of their iliusory

embraces, they probably had some real touches also.’® Narayana remarks that the

m anyonyam anyatravad iksamanau tau damayantinalau mithal parasparam tathyam parisasvajate.
kva -- dlifigitasya alikasya parasparasya antarmadhye. yal loke sampratipannam idam parasparam
mithunam alikalifigitam tasmin tathyam parasparam alifigitam babhuva. yata aropitartipena
parasparena adhyusite'pi purovartini de§e anyonyam janantau. ayam arthah -- tatpirvam anyatra
dese nalena kvapi satyalifiganam anubhiitam grhitam. damayantya ca sakhibhih sahalifiganam
anubhavagrhitam. tad evedam adhyusitade$e smrtam. ato'nyonyalifiganagrahanajfiagnam
smaranajfianam cobhayam api tathyam eva, na tu mithya. atastathyo mithahparisvafigah
smaranajiidnasya abadhitatvat iti mimamsakaikadesinam prabhakaranam asayah.
ato'nyonyaparasparamithah$abdanam apaunaruktyam. anyonyaSabda ekah plrvanubhiitaslesavaci.
aparah parasparasabdah purovartini deSe smaranajfianavacakah. trtiyah aparavadinam
sampratipannam alikatam bhrantisamjfiam anilidya grahanasmaranajianayor ekatra melakah.
caturtho mithah$abdah

prabhakarasiddhantasiddham pratijiiam pratipadayati. atah sarvaprakarena tathyam mithastau
parisasvajate.
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intended meaning of the verse is that in the midst of their seeing illusions of each
other, they (or their hearts) grasped each other's true form also.””” As Handiqui
notes, Candu's application of the Prabhakara theory speaks to his "great ingenuity."
Indeed, to read paraspara as aropitaripa ("superimposition") and then raise
tathyam ("in actuality") as a shield against Nydya, Vedanta, and Buddhist critiques
of unreality in the service of hoisting the Prabhakara flag might strike some as
ingenious and others as far-fetched (perhaps because they did not notice it first).
Furthermore, Candu's argument for the poet's conscious use of synonyms
(anyonya, paraspara, mithah) to convey different technical senses proves
consistent with standard poetic practice to not unmindfully repeat word and sense.
Notice also the subtle recognition that Nala may have actually embraced another
female (or male) in the past, while Damayanti has had the experience of embrace
only with her female friends. Here, however, an actual embrace between the two
would be inappropriate, as Handiqui suggests, from the point of view of moral and
narrative convention: "Candu . . . rules out the possibility of any actual embrace,
which would have been repulsive to both Nala and Damayanti, in view of the

former's mission on behalf of the gods. Candu's interpretation keeps up the

6 Mallinatha explains: plirvavasanaya parasparacestdm mithy eti manyamanav eva tathyam
acestam ity arthah.

7 satyarlipena parasparenadhyusite'dhistite'pi deSe anyonyam parasparam anyatravad
anyonyanadhyusitade$avad bhrantidrstam iva iksamanau vilokayantau tau alifigitam yad alikam
parasparam tasyantarmadhye tathyam satyamapi mithah parasparam parisasvajate alilifigatuh.
alikadrstasya parasparasya madhye satyaripasyapy alifiganam jatam iti bhavah. alifigitam alikam
parasparam yena evambhiitam antah antahkaranam yayor iti va. satyam apy
alikabuddhyaivalilifigatur iti bhavah.
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atmosphere of illusion better, and seems to be the right one."*™ Although Candu
makes no mention of the propriety of reading the verse in this way, Handiqui's
sub-commentary on Candu's interpretive move provides yet another dimension to
the reading.

Though not necessarily in the case treated above (Nc 6.51), it appears that
Candupandita has a special penchant for reading philosophical thought into verses
that do not indubitably invite such a reading.”” For example, in Nc. 9.75, there is
a reference to the possibility of Agni offering his own share of oblations to himself
(as sacrificial fire) in the Vedic (sarvakama) sacrifice in order to win Damayanti:

Himself offering an oblation that is his own sacrificial portion to his own

manifestations, if the flaming Agni performs the Vedic wish-fulfilling

sacrifice (sarvakamika) how will that Vedic rite be unsuccessful?
The context is that Nala is trying to persuade Damayanti to marry one of the four
great Vedic deities, here Agni. Where the other commentators again merely
provide the syntax with few remarks, Candu sees here a reference to the Vedic
mythology of Agni and his four brothers, launching into a marvelous explanation
that includes a lengthy passage from his lost bhasya on Rgveda. Jaydev Jani
explains the background, found in the S"atapatha Brahmana, to Candu's comment:

Agni's four brothers Vaisvanara, Grhapati, Yavistha and Pavaka frightened

by Vasatkara fled away from the duty of carrying oblation to gods. The
youngest one Saucika also followed them, but he was arrested by Varuna

7" Handiqui 521

® For example, Candu again goes beyond the call of duty in his comment on Nec 22.76 where he

sees a reference to Sankhya that none of the other commentators seem to recognize.
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and Yama. He was presented before the gods, who persuaded him to do
the allotted job. Saucika fire refused in the beginning. But when the gods
offered him a prayajas and anuyajas share from the Svistakrt ritual, the
essence of herbs, and long life, he agreed to do accordingly.280
Whereas in the Naisadha verse, Nala seems to simply allude to the possibility that
Agni could offer an oblation to himself and thus effect the desire of winning
Damayanti, Candu finds in this verse a Vedic resonance of the above story in
connection to what the sacrificial share of Saucika Agni is and how it came to be
so. He explains that this information is found in the fifty-seventh chapter of the

81 What precedes this passage is

Rgveda (lit. "text with the sixty-four chapters").
again a "normal" reading of the verse (reflected in the translation above) and what
follows it are nine sitkta-s with commentary of the Rgveda (with a passage from
the Brhaddevata also given under the sixth verse) that comprise a discussion
among Agni, Varuna, and Yama about Agni's role in the sacrifice. Finally, to
connect his remarks with the narrative context again, Candu concludes:
Therefore, (Nala is saying here that) when Agni himself becomes the

sacrificer and sacrifices his own share of the sacrifice to his own
manifestations, then he will obtain you (Damayanti].”*

280 Jaydev Jani's"Candupandita on Rgveda X.51", pg. 43. Jani explains that Candu's source is the
Satapatha Brahmana but other Vedic commentators connect Rv 10.51 with the account from the
Taittiriyasamhita which names three elder brothers, viz. Bhiipati, Bhuvanapati, and Bhiitanam pati.
281 tathaca mantra etasminnarthe rgvede santi. catuhsastyim saptapaficasattame adhyaye devanam
agneSca samvade navarcam stiktam.

82 jttham yada agnih svayam eva hota bhiitva svayam ca svam bhigam havih svasu miirtisu juhoti
tada tvam prapnoti.
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Jaydev Jani has commented on the comparative significance of Candu's
commentary on Rgveda 10.51 with those of Skandasvami, Venkatamadhava, and
Sayanacarya elsewhere but the point of introducing his comment here is to
demonstrate the nature of the strong reading by Naisadha commentators,
especially when the poem hardly seems to openly invite such a reflection. Of
course, it may be of some significance to mention that Candu himself explains in a
prefatory verse to his commentary that his expertise is in Vedic science:
Therefore, having devotedly bowed to my teacher Srivaidyanétha after
bowing to goddess of Speech, the learned scholar Candu -- who has
performed the Vajapeya sacrifice (samraf), made sacrifices to Brhaspati
(sthapati), and conducted the daily sacrifices to the sacred fire (agnicir)--
sets out to add with his own thoughts a fitting commentary to some parts of
poet Sriharsa's composition.”*®
As this verse indicates, in addition to his lost Rgveda bhasya, Candupandita was
an accomplished practitioner of several §rauta and grhya sacrifices -- the only
kavya commentator who, according to Handiqui, "quotes chapter and verse from
the Srautastitras."** Handiqui also cites an epilogue verse from Candu's
commentary on the twenty-second canto®®’ that confirms the commentator's

mastery of the Vedic sacrificial system and adds:

He performed a number of important Vedic sacrifices, such as the seven
varieties of the soma sacrifice, the Dvada$aha and the Agnicayana. He

 tasmad vagadhidevatam tadanu ca $rivaidyanatham gurum natva bhaktipurahsaram kavivarah
samrat sthapaty agnicit. candupanditasamjfiito nijadhiya tikam vyalikam kaveh ériharsasya krtau
vi§esamadhikam vaktum vidhate kvacit..

4 Handiqui xix

%3 yo vijapeyayajanena babhiiva samrat krtva brhaspatisavasthapatitvam apa / yo

dvada$ahayajane'gnicid apy abhiit sah $ricandupandita imam vitatana tikam //
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assumed the pround title of Samrat by performing the Vajapeya sacrifice,
and became a Sthapati by performing the Brhaspatisva. The religious
activities of Candupandita show that comprehensive Vedic sacrifices were
still undertaken in Gujarat in the thirteenth century.

Accordingly, it appears that his frame of reference in interpreting Naisadha
focuses on providing erudite notes on $astra, particularly darsana and the Vedic
sciences in which he seems to have had special training.

Unlike verses like Nc 6.51, where Candu alone seems to see a reference to

a mimamsa doctrine, other verses in the Naisadha seem to invite all of the
commentators to apply the full scope of their scholarship to the greatest possible
extent. Inthese verses, the Naisadha assumes the form of a foundational
philosophical treatise such as the Yogasiitra or the Vedantasiitra, in that it is
instinctively assimilated into a world of commentary and sub-commentary that
yields debate, conjecture, and new points of doctrine. Engaging in philosophical
debate with each other, the commentators depend on their memorization of points
of doctrine in terms of definitions, subtle distinctions of language and thought,
relevant examples, and a host of hierarchical texts that in conjunction with their
own measure of intellectual capacity gained from training and study culminate in
refined arguments. Although all of the philosophical schools are amply

represented in the poem's images®, it is the Advaitavedanta doctrines made

famous by Sriharsa in Khandanakhandakhadya that find the most references. The

286 Eor example, an allusion to the Vaisesika theory of darkness in Nc¢ 22.36 leads the
commentators Narayana and Candupandita to cover the whole body of Vaisesika literature (up to

their times) in their glosses. Candu quotes Sridhara’s discussion of darkness in full.
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philosophical traditions of Vedanta have a very important relationship with the
Naisadha tradition. Although the Sanskrit commentators -- with a few notable
exceptions -- generally unpack the doctrinal import poetically implanted into the
narrative by Sriharsa, later audiences have elucidated the very structural core of

the poem as an allegory of the Vedanta -- a migration (or realization) of the
individual spirit (jivatman) towards (or as) the collective oneness (parabrahman).
Phyllis Granoff writes of this tradition in her study of é‘riharsa's
Khandanakhandakhadya:
[Naisadha has been read as an] allegory, with Nala as the soul, or
paramatman, and Damayanti as the aspirant yearning for union with
Brahma, and thus for moksa . . . [This notion] is not entirely unfounded.
There are several indications that Nala is not to be regarded as an ordinary
mortal. One may divide them into two groups: (A) Verses in which it is
directly stated that Nala is the highest God, Siva; and (B) Verses in which
Nala is described with words which might apply equally to Brahma, and
those in which Damayanti's approach to Nala is portrayed in terms of the
standard Vedanta methods of reaching oneness with the Ultimate Real 2’
This aspect of the poem has led to a fascinating discussion of the poet and the
circumstances out of which the poet and the poem emerged and, in small measure,
also finds representation in the Sanskrit commentaries. As such, the allegorical
readings it has led to in that context will be dealt with below. At this point,
however, it may be useful to see the ways in which a technical discussion of
references to Vedanta doctrines engages the full scope of the Naisadha

commentators' intellectual energies. Perhaps the most interesting case can be

found in the commentaries to Nc 13.36, where the full scope of traditional

27 Granoff 252
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philosophical debate finds expression. The following is a translation of Nc 13.36
based on Narayana's reading:
Just as the world does not place faith in the fifth alternative which is the
highest truth, i.e. that of non-dual reality, when confronted by four other
views vying for that faith -- just so Damayanti did not place faith in the
fifth one on account of her indecision about the (real) lord of Nisadha in

the presence of the set of four other Nalas who were vying to win her
faith.”*®

During the svayamvara of Damayanti, when the four Vedic gods, i.e. Indra, Agni,
Varuna, and Yama assume the form of Nala, it becomes difficult for the princess
to recognize the real Nala. Sarasvati devi speaks of the virtues of the four Nalas in
punning language, offering descriptions that can ap'ply both to Nala and each of
the four gods. Hearing these words, Damayanti is utterly confused. At this point,
Sriharsa compares her predicament with the predicament of people who become
confused about the true nature of reality (in this case the monist view) when
confronted with competing formulations. It is in this situation that Sriharsa
illustrates the contrast between the monist view of reality (advaitatattva) and the
other views on the matter. Although it is clear from the poet's words that a view of
non-dual reality is the correct view, what he is sufficiently elusive in suggesting is
the four incorrect views -- thus allowing the commentators to fill in the blanks.
Most of the commentators provide the basic sense of the verse in a similar
way: Damayanti (sa) is shown to not put faith (§Sraddham na dadhe) in the fifth

alternative or category (paficamakoti), i.e. Nala, which is beyond the four other

28 saptum prayacchati na paksacatustaye tam tal labhasamsini na paficamakotimaitre / Sraddham

dadhe nisadharad vimatau matanam advaitatattva iva satyatare'pi lokah // Nc 13.36
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alternatives (paksa), i.e. the gods, even though this fifth alternative -- i.e. faith in
Nala -- is more real (satyatara) than the other four pseudo-Nalas. Because the four
gods want to win Damayanti for themselves, they are trying to prevent her from
being confident in her prospects to obtain (aptum prayacchati) the real Nala
because they want her confidence to rest in them (tallabhasamsini). In the same
way (iva), in the presence of a diversity of false Nalas, i.e. doctrines,
(nisadharadvimatau matanam), people (loka) do not believe (§raddham na dadhe)
in the truth of Advaita (advaitatattva), the fifth category, even though it is the most
true (satyatara) of all. These four doctrines (paksacatustaya), like the four gods,
try to win the faith of people and keep them from putting faith in a non-dual
reality. Two alternative readings -- praptum for saptum and satyapare for
satyatare -- lead to somewhat different interpretation of the simile and its context
in Vidyadhara, Candupandita and in the second interpretation of Jinaraja. An
alternate translation of the verse based on the above commentators' reading might
read that Nala experiences doubt about whether or not he can obtain Damayanti:
Just as the world does not place faith in the fifth alternative which is the
highest truth, i.e. that of non-dual reality, when confronted by four other
views vying for that faith -- just so Nala did not place faith in himself, who
was the fifth of the set of four Nalas, on account of his indecisive

foolishness in dealing with those four other Nalas who were vying to win
Damayanti.289

® praptum prayacchati na paksacatustaye tam tal labhaSamsini na paficamakotimatre / sraddham

dadhe nisadharad vimatau matanam advaitatattva iva satyapare'pi lokah //
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Despite the divergent orientation of the predicate in these two readings, the major
point of discussion among the commentators centers on the phrases
panicamakotimatre and paksacatustaye.

The basic doctrine at the center of the controversy relates to the standard
four-fold set of theoretical categories for understanding the nature of existence
(catuskoti)290 -- whether reality exists, whether it does not exist, whether it both
exists and does not exist, or whether it neither exists nor does it non-exist. Each of
the commentators then ascribes a partisan philosophical view (paksa) to each of
these four modes of understanding reality (kofi). Each of the commentators seem
to see it differently from Safikara, who feels that in respective order, the four koti-s
signify those who posit the reality of the Self, those that do away with the idea of
the reality of the Self (vainasika-s), those who partly do away with the reality of
existence (ardha-vainasika-s), i.e. those who are sky-clad, and finally the ones
who harbor an extreme view of categorically negating existence

291

(atyantasinyavadi).®' Handiqui cites Anandagiri's subcommentary on Safikara to

20 The whole discussion is built on the famous verses 4.83 and 4.84 of the Mandukyakarika of
Gaudapada: asti nastyastinastiti va punah / calasthirobhayabhavair dvrnoty eva valisah // kothya$
catasra tastugrahair yasam sadavrtah / bhagavan abhir asprsto yena drstah sa sarvadrk //

Professor Handiqui has provided a thorough summary of the entire philosophical tradition that
stems from these karikas (see pgs. 529-530). He writes, for example: "The Gaudapadakarika is a
work which shows unmistakable traces of Buddhist influence, and the Karikas in question seem to
be based on the Madhyamika definition of the Ultimate Reality found in Buddhist works: na
sanndsanna sadasanna capyanubhayatmakam. catuskotivinirmuktam tattvam madhyamika viduh..
1 astyatmeti vadi kaécit pratipadyate / nastityaparo vainasikah / astinastityaparo'rdhavainasika

sadasadvadi digvasah / nastindstityatyantastnyavadi //
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define the respective schools as that of the Vaisesika-s, the Vijfianavadin Bauddha-
s, the Digambara Jaina-s, and finally the Madhyamika Bauddha-s.®* Handiqui
ultimately eschews Saikara's view and finds this reference to be to the
Madhyamika view of ultimate reality being beyond the four modes of
understanding, a view held also by Advaita-vedantins:

In 21.88 Sriharsa himself describes Buddha as having discarded the four
Kotis, while the Advaitins, too, have been blamed by other schools of
thought for rejecting the Kotis. Both the Madhyamikas and the Advaita
thinkers describe the Ultimate Reality as beyond the comprehension of
mind and speech, and beyond the range of world phenomena (prapaiica).
The Adi$anta of the Madhyamikas may be compared with the Upasanta of
the Vedanta. The Vedantins, it is true, did not admit this remarkable
similarity between their Brahma and the Sl‘mya or the Ultimate Principle of
the Madhyamikas. Samkara characterized the doctrine of Stinya as
contrary to all proof, and relying on the literal meaning of the word,
reduced the Stinya theory to mere nihilism. Nagarjuna, however, contends
that his doctrine is neither non-existence (rastitva) nor non-being (abhavay,
and Sﬁnyaté is, in fact, characterized as Tathata (thatness), Bhiitakoti (true
limit) and Dharmadhatu (totality of things). It may be added that the
cognate theory of the non-origination and the dreamlike character of things
is also common to the Vedanta and Madhyamika systems. In view of the
striking similarity between the doctrines of the two schools, Sﬁharsa's
definition of the Advaitatattva, though apparently based on the
Gaudapadakarik3, looks like an adaptation of the Madhyamika definition
of the Ultimate Reality.

Although Handiqui feels that Sriharsa's intention was to highlight the Madhyamika
view, traditional Naisadha commentators provide a diverse set of possibilities.
Niarayana, for example, begins by asserting the standard position of Advaita
Vedanta (that Brahman is one and there is nothing else), contrasting it with other

positions (like that of Safikhya) that stress plurality and weaken people's faith in

2 Handiqui 530, fn. 107
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non-dualism.””® He then renders the views of four specific philosophical schools
(paksacatustaya) -- Sankhya (satvada), Bauddha (asatvada), Nyaya
(sadasatvada), and Vedanta (praparicanityavada) -- without necessarily
suggesting their link with the catuskoti.”®* Next, he provides the logical basis for
Advaita-Vedanta's rejection of the four modes of understanding reality
(catuskoti),”®> presumably to argue for its being the fifth mode (paficakoti).
Narayana then offers an explanation of different views on the plurality of selves:

The followers of Sainikhya regard that there are that many selves endowed
with pure consciousness that separately exist in each and every body. The
followers of Nyaya also accept many selves that are endowed with nine
distinct qualities that are all-pervasive and exist separately in each body.
The Jains accept many selves that are characterized by expansion and
contraction and that undergo a corporal transformation in each and every
body. And the Buddhists hold -- with respect to arman -- that it takes the
form of a chain of many consciousness moments that separately exist in
each and every body.**

23 matanam sankhyadisaddar§ananam madhye 'ekam evadvitiyam brahma'. 'neha nanasti kificana'
ity adi Srutibhih satyatare paramarthato vidyamane 'pyadvaitarfipe tattve svariipe brahmaikabodhe
va visaye loko'vidyavan . . . paksacatustaye anekatmavadisafikhyadidarSanacatuske
tamadvaitasraddham praptum na dadati sati . . . nanatmatvasadhakayuktisahasrair
ekitmyanisedhake satiti yavat. tasya tatpadavacyasya labhah tacchamsiniti advaitatattvasya
viSesanam.

2 satasat sadasat sadasadvilaksanam iti paksacatustayam. sadvadino safikhyah. asadvadino
bauddhah. sadasadvadino naiyayikah. prapaficanityavadino vedantinah.

5 ha sat badhanupapatteh na hi sad rajatam gaganadikam va badhyate. na casat
pratibhasanupapatteh. na hi atyantasat Sa§asmngam kadacid api avabhasate. na ca sadasadatmakam

ubhayarlipam parasparavirodhat. na hi asat sad va asadbhavitum arhati. ubhayartipam api na
bhavatiti . . . ayuktam jhidtavyam

¥ sankhya hi pratisariram bhinnan $uddhajianasvabhavan bahiin atmana icchanti. naiyayika api
pratiariram bhinnan sarvavyapakan jiianadinavaviSesagunavata dtmana icchanti. arhatastu
pratiariram bhinnan dehaparimanan safikocavikasa$ilan bahiin atmano'figikurvanti. bauddhas ca

pratideham bhinnan ksanikajfianasantatiripan bahilin eva dtmana icchanti.
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Having identified advaitatattva with the Advaitavedanta school of philosophy that
bases its doctrines on the authority of the Upanisad, it appears that Narayana
leaves the discussion here without further qualification.

Candupandita specifies the nature of this advaitatattva as being the
"indefinable (fifth) alternative" to the four philosophical schools of the Nyaya,
Mimamsa, Safikhya, and Bauddha -- which he apparently links to the catuskoti.”®’
Thus he presents an interpretation quite distinct from Narayana's. Where
Narayana links the Buddhists to the view of the non-existence of ultimate reality,
Candu sees here a Mimamsa perspective and where Candu regards the
(Madhyamika) Buddhist notion of denying both its existence and non-existence,
Narayana reads a Vedanta view of the eternally illusory nature of the world
(prapancanityavada). Candu, unlike Narayana, clearly identifies advaitatattva as
the indefinable (anirvacaniya) Brahma characterized by unending joy that is
consciousness and reality itself, which is the transcendent fifth understanding
beyond the catuskoti.”® Vidyadhara and Mallinatha also seem to convey the same

sense as Candu, identifying advaitatattva with Brahman.®® The only

7 yatha matanam naiyayikamimamsasafikhyabauddhadinim madhye satyatare'pi advaitatattve
brahmani lokah sraddham na dhatte. kim bhiite? paficamakotimaétre paficamapaksasthite
anirvacaniye.

28 kim visiste advaitatattve? tal labhasamsini tasyd abheda-sadhikaya brahmavidyayih

9 Vidyadhara writes: astinastinastyastinastinastitipaksacatustaye tam advaitalaksanam §raddham
praptum na prayacchati sati. kidr§e? tal labhasamsini. tad iti brahma tasya labhah praptis tam
Samsatiti evams$ilam tasmin. etena arthat tasmat paksacatustayat paficamah paksah
advaitasiddhanta iti jiapitam bhavati.
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commentator to have a radically different explanation is I§anadeva. In fact, two
different manuscripts of his commentary seem to harbor two distinct
interpretations.® One reading connects the advaitatattva with the reality of God
(bhagavattattve)™®" while another reading links advaitatattva with the Buddhist
position and explains that it is the Buddhists who hold a non-dualist perspective on
the nature of reality.*®

Although not all of them as heavily addressed as the Nc 13.36, there are
some two hundred and fifty references to technical philosophical doctrines in
Naisadha -- almost all of which are seamlessly woven into the narrative or

descriptive context of the poetry.

Mallinatha adds: catustayadhyatmikasarirendriyady asatiprapaficasamvalanat nityaparoksasaty
abrahmatattve iva asaty analacatustaye sannidhdnat satyanale paficame pratiyamane'pi satyo'yam iti
jano na vi$vasitum aSaknot.

3% Handiqui 451

01 yatha loke matanim dar§ananam vimatau virodhe sati satyatare advaitatattve bhagavattattve
¢raddha nadyati na satyam manyate. paksacatustayam ucyate. nasanna sanna sadasan na
caivapyubhayatmakam / catuskotivinirmuktam tattvam adhyatmika viduh //

302 yadva advaitatattve bauddhamate yatha lokah $raddham na dadhati. kidrée? paficamakotimatre.
yad uktam. na sannasan na sadasan na capyanubhayatmakam / catuskotivinirmuktam tattvam
madhyamika viduh // paksacatustaye tam muktim na prayacchati ityadi yojyam. advaitavadinas ca

bauddhah. yad uktam advayavadi jina. . . iti.
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Unpacking All and Sundry: Technical Consciousness of the Commentarial
Eye

Professor M.B. Emeneau suggests the unprecedented versatility required of

a Naisadha commentator in his notes on the text:
ériharsa's work, like that of all Sanskrit poets, abounds in details drawn
from the mythology, the occupations of kings, the minutiae of religious
performance, the arts, the ars amatoria, the technical grammar. It is the
world of the gods and the upper castes -- the Brahmanas and the kings -- a
dignified milieu, an haut monde, that figures in the kavya in general . . .
Everyday, homely, less dignified aspects of life, however, are also found
more or less in all kavya . . . Casual reading makes it appear that the
Naisadhacarita contains a higher proportion than, for instance, Kalidasa's
Raghuvamsa or Subandhu's Vasavadatta or Bana's Harsacarita or
Kadambari. 1t seems probable, too, that Sriharsa in introducing more
everyday material sometimes leaves behind the cliché and is original in his
contents. 31

The early commentators often do not involve themselves in the technical details of
some of Sriharsa's "homely" observations. Later commentators like Narayapa and
Mallinatha, however, often do provide in their remarks the result of their
researches into Sriharsa's references. Commentarial innovation, it seems, could
only be found in ever more detailed and erudite notes on objects, occupational
processes, or rare plants and beasts. M.B. Emeneau summarizes the nature of
marginalia that commentators are often required to explain. He highlights several
groups of passages that contain unusual references to the animal and plant world
(such as the preening of birds, safeguards to ward off mosquito bites, folk beliefs
about the mating habits of birds and beasts); allusions or descriptions of what he

calls "the everyday activities of common men" including the process of weaving,
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the making of pots, the drawing of water from a well with rope and jars, the work
of goldsmiths, hunting, extracting oil from mustard seeds, wrestling bouts, field
gleaning, carpentry, the jeweler's craft, barbers, and process of dyeing cloth. An
interesting reference to ancient fumigation practices found in Nc 1.82 may
demonstrate the kind of highly technical scientific knowledge a Sanskrit
commentator must possess in order to clarify a given verse for his audience. Here
a lovesick Nala is described wandering a tree-filled garden that everywhere
oppresses his already fragile state of mind:

He saw the fruits on the pomegranate tree that had been fertilized with a

fragrant smoke in order to attain the lofty stature of the beautifully-browed

Vidarbhan lady's breasts -- pomegranates that were like upside-down pots

engaged in the severe penance of inhaling smoke.*”
This verse again reflects the special way in which Sriharsa combines disparate
realms of phenomena into unusual, learned, and yet oddly poetic expression that
hinges on the poetic fancy (utpreksa) of comparing pomegranate fruits as pots
hung upside down over a smoky fire like ascetics in order to gain the reward of
firmness similar to the breasts of Damayanti. The obscure technical word in
question here among the commentators is "dohadadhiipini." Narayana explains
the word as that "fragrant fertilizing agent by which there is a superior yield of
fruits, etc." while Mallinatha provides a more elaborate response:

The Sabdarpava explains the activity undertaken by skilled (gardeners) in

applying a fertilizing agent to trees, bushes, and creepers in order to induce
their untimely growth. This fertilizing agent as a smoke fragrance is what

303 yidarbhasubhriistanatufigataptaye ghatin iva 'pa$yad alam tapasyatah / phalani dhiimasya
dhayan adhomukhan sa dadime dohadadhiipini drume //
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is spoken of here, a smoky water sprinkled with (a whisk made from) the
real sheep hair. This would be the best means to stimulate the growth of
pomegranate fruit -- with a (whisk made of) sheep's hair or leather or with
an ointment made from three fragrant fruits (nutmeg, arecanut or
cloves),*® clarified butter, or fish. The pomegranate, like the palm-tree, is
fumigated during its flowering stage. Fumigated with a decoction that
promotes its well-being (avikvatha) by means of a heated hair-whisk, many
pomegranate fruits are produced.’®

It is unclear what exactly Mallinatha is referring to above. While not referring to
Mallinatha's comment, M.B. Emeneau also cites this example in an attempt to
document folk practices alluded to in the Naisadha and feels that "this reference is
still obscure [and] [t]he practice mentioned is probably a magical one; no reference
to such a practice at the present day has thus far been found." He adds: "A
footnote in the edition used by me gives directions for a magical anointing and
fumigation which are supposed to produce this effect."** Although he does not
provide the details of this "magical anointing and fumigation," a note by Narayana
in Nc. 17.220 alludes to some of the scientific and folk-literary motifs of the
traditional culture on the artificial fertilization of trees:

For the timely yield of flowers and fruits, the traditional science of tree

husbandry (vrksayurveda) recommends applying fertilizing agents, such as

fragrances, to trees. Just as (one recommends) the throwing of fragrant
waters, such as that of incense, onto Campaka trees and mouthfuls of water

¥ or, according to Apte, triphala could mean three sweet fruits (grape, pomegranate, and dates).

3% tarugulmalatadinamakaile kusalaih krtam puspady utpaditam dravyam dohadam syattu tatkriya
iti S$abdarmave. dohadas casau dhtipas ca tad uktam mesamisambusamsekas tatke$am isad
dhiipanam. §reyanayam prayogah syad dadimiphalavrddhaye.
matsyajyatriphalalepairmamsairajavikodbhavaih. lepita dhiipita sfite phalan taliva dadimi.
avikvathena samsikta dhiipita taptaromabhih. phalani dadim1i sute subahtini prthiini ceti.

3% Emeneau 34.
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or wine from a beautiful woman onto Bakula trees or the kick of a young
girl on a red Asoka tree (to induce the flowering of that tree).>”’

On account of the numerous technical expressions and allusions to obscure
practices, the vast researches of Naisadha commentators become evident in many
places. Scholars and artists who approached Naisadha (as well as other
mahakavya-s) were bound together by the common texts, motifs, and broadly
cultural phenomena that the text distilled for them. The communal interchange
that the scholarly commentaries represent serve as an intermediary in the process
of bringing this cultural phenomena to academic readers of Sanskrit and the
regional languages. This sense of reading the Naisadha as a communal act among
the scholars spread throughout the numerous sites of Sanskrit literary culture
serves as a useful model for considering the nature of reading itself as a

performative event and shared cultural practice in pre-modern India.

397 puspaphalanam akalikasamrddhaye vrksesu vrksayurvedokto dhtipadir dohah kriyate. yatha --
campake pinyakadijalaksepo bakule sundarigandiijalamadiraseko raktasoke ca
tarunicaranapratddanam ity adih.
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Naisadha as a Fault-ridden Text:

As the anecdotal and commentarial receptive tradition reflects, the
Naisadha has become famous almost as much for its "poetic faults" (dosa) as it
has for its highly effective uses of language (guna). A famous anachronistic
anecdote indicating a relationship between Mamatta and ériharsa emblematizes the
critical discourse. Jani speaks to the source of this anecdote, citing a Dr. Chatterji:

According to an account current amongst the Ka§miri pandits, which is
recorded by Dr. Buhler, Mammata was a maternal uncle of SH. A
subsequent part of the story, which is not recorded by Dr. Buhler, is that
"SH, having composed his master poem, showed it to his maternal uncle
Mammata, the great rhetorician. Mammata liked the work very much and
expressed his deep regret that he had not seen it earlier. When the young
poet was glowing with pride and self-complacency, the great critic
explained that, to him the work was invaluable, not for its merits, but for its
defects and that he would have been saved from a lot of trouble in hunting
out defects from a large number of literary works for the chapter on flaws
(dosa-s) in his Kavyaprakasa, had he only come across the book before
writing that chapter as the NC bristled with mistakes of every variety.
Being challenged by the irate author, to point out a single defect, Mammata
is said to have mentioned the stanza 'tava vartmani vartam §ivam' (2.62),
which is addressed by Nala to the swan going to Damayanti and which is
intended to mean "may your path be propitious," but which may also be
construed 'tava vartma nivartatam §ivam' and gave rise to the meaning
exactly the reverse of that intended by the speaker." 08

Jani questions the historical veracity of this story on the grounds that Mammata
and Sriharsa were separated by at least a century but feels that the anecdote

indicates a critical attitude that must have become attached to the text from a very

308 Jani (92) cites Dr. Chatterji's note from the Calcutta Oriental Journal, Vol.3, No.7, pp. 153-154
and also provides a misconstrued explanation of Nc 2.62 from an anonymous Sanskrit

commentary.
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early time.*® According to Chatterji's note on the Mammata story, it appears that
the nature of the "faults" in Naisadha is situated in the poem's transgression of
various traditional literary practices of composition and not, as has been the
frequent ascription of modern critics and translators, in the perceived vulgarity or
indecency of the poem. There are other similar anecdotes that connect stylistic
flaws with receptive histories.*"

One needs only to observe the critical split evident in the ideology and the
rhetoric found in the expression of "faults" of composition observed by traditional
commentators and those "sins" against morality alleged by several influential
modern readers to glean the core of this important aspect of the critical discourse
on much of Sanskrit literature. Traditional commentators work from a position of
piety, in insistent yet respectful service to taming the troublesome text.*"!

Although there may be an implicit aggression in their comments, it is not

expressed in the overt expression found in much of modern critical attitudes. The

" % The efflorescence of commentaries on Kavyaprakasa and Naisadha occur simultaneously in the
chronologies. One may speculate that stories anachronistically linking Mammata and Sriharsa in
the anecdotal histories have something to with this, in addition to their possible Kasmiri connection
and the fact that Sriharsa seems to not conservatively adhere Mammata's view that "real poetry is
that which is free from poetic faults and adorned with poetic virtues" [tadadosau Sabdarthau
sagunavanalmkrti punah kvapi]. This topic will be taken up in detail in the section that deals with
anecdotes about Sriharsa.

310 see section entitled " Anecdotes of text transmission: from Kanauj to Kashmir"

1 R.P. Goldman writes about traditional commentators in Translating Texts Translating Texts (see

Bibliography): "[I]t appears evident, the interpretative energies of the commentators are employed

on behalf of an agenda that is outside the text itself, that is the effort to do away with a reading that,

to their way of thinking, violates one of the stylistic rules of classical poetic composition" (98).
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main concern of the Sanskrit commentators is to respect their poet certainly but to
honor, above all, the received wisdom of a science of poetics (alanikara$astra) that
often claims to have correctly examined the mechanics and usages of a well-done
literary effort. The writers on poetics seem to universally speak of the "best
poetry" (uttamakavya) as consisting of, on the one hand, a preponderant use of
language and trope that is conducive to a conventionally established standard of
artistry that effectively induces and produces within the audience aesthetic
pleasure (rasa) and, conversely, minimizes its use of language and trope that
deflates the production of such pleasure. In other words, more guna (poetic
virtues) and less dosa (poetic faults) make for a better poem. The Naisadha has, in
no small measure, garnered praise for its virtues. However, equally popular has
become a frequent axiom (as the Mammata story recounted above demonstrates)
that it is a locus for technical demerits that mar its becoming an unequivocally
excellent poem. Universally in Sanskrit alankarasastra, dosa-s are of three kinds:
in words (Sabda), in meanings (artha), or in the overall emotional flavor of an
utterance (rasa). A further sub-division of poetic faults in words (§abdadosa) cites
faults in the individual word (padadosa), a fault in an element of a word
(padamsadosa), or a fault in a sentence or phrase (vakyadosa). For example,
twentieth century Sanskrit commentator Haridasa Siddhantavagisa cites Nc 9.90°'

as containing an example of a vakyadosa:
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In this verse, the fault is that of an inappropriate use of syllables that serves
to obstruct the main emotional flavor, especially the harshness in sound of
the phrase "Go away quickly" (druva drutam). The reading "You hang on
still, O life. Go away, quickly" (vilambase jiva kimasunih sara) would
have been more satisfactory.’?
The suggestion made by Haridasa here is that the tenor of this verse is one of love-
in-separation (vipralambhasrngara) and, accordingly, the sound quality ought to
be soft and somber, according to poetry teachers such as Mamatta and Vi§vanatha.
The consonantal harshness in the words (using letters such as 'ra’ or 'ta'), however,
acts contrary to this requirement and is thus a fault. The commentator here
chooses to scrutinize the point. One of the hallmarks of traditional Sanskrit
literary criticism is precisely this brand of microscopic analysis of linguistic usage,
a kind of criticism that one perhaps does not find in literary criticism of other
South Asian languages. The Sanskrit poet must be consistently logical in his ideas
and his language or else face the weight of an appreciative, yet unstintingly
conservative critical tradition that has given so much attention to a text that they
are intimately aware of all of its effects. Even in the verses of a poet famous for
stretching the patience of conservative critics, for example, one rarely sees a loose
simile. For example, in Nc 2.19, Sriharsa compares Damayanti to goddess

Laksmi. Such a conventional comparison would be a throwaway idea in most

South Asian literatures, but in Sanskrit the poet usually justifies his usages in a

312 yilambase jivata kim dravadrutam jvalatyadaste hrdayam niketanam. jahasi nadyapi mrsa
sukhasikamapiirvam alasyam idam tav edram..

313 atra $loke drava drutam iti karkasasravanena prakrtarasaparipanthitvat pratikilavarnata dosah.
sa ca vilambase jiva kimasunih sara iti pathena samadheyah.
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self-conscious and alert manner. This need to be logical in his conceits also
affords the Sanskrit poet an opportunity to infuse some charming notion or the
other into his comparisons, a practice that apparently registers as a certain kind of
pedantry to many modern readers. In the case of Nc 2.19, the metaphor suggests
that the two excellent females are indeed the same except for the fact that while
goddess Laksmi arose from the ocean, Damayanti was produced from an ocean of
virtues (gunasindhu), i.e. her noble father Bhimasena.

In addition to consonantal harshness, there are numerous other faults of
composition that traditionally detract from a poem's achieving its maximum
effectiveness. The following is a partial list of ineffective poetic usages cited by
the Sahityadarpana (" A Mirror To Literature"), the popular ﬁfteenth century
Sanskrit textbook on literary analysis: sound quality that is not easy on the ear, an
inappropriate or vulgar implication, ineffective execution of trope, unintelligibility,
ambiguity, vagueness, using obsolete words or meanings whose context suggests
other meanings, inexpressiveness, obscurity, distasteful suggestion, and indecency
in terms of provoking shame or inauspiciousness. Those faults of composition not
couched in some kind of technical failing of grammatical prescriptions or
linguistic effect are usually expressed either in terms of being detrimental to the
meaning (artha) and emotional tenor (rasa) or, as in several cases with the
Naisadha, on account of their being some violation of poetic clichés (kavisariketa)
or popular notions (prasiddhi). The commentator, however, rarely points out any

of these faults. In fact, he usually defends the poet's usages so that one may not
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think the poet to be insensitive to "correct" usages. For example, Narayana
defends the poet from the charge of committing an arthadosa in Nc 1.94 -- where
Nala is observing a round and firm Bilva fruit scratched by the leaf-tips blowing in
the wind, a fruit that resembles the breast of a prostitute. The fact that Sriharsa
qualifies the comparison between the fruit and a female breast by using the term
varanari (prostitute) and not simply nari (woman) prompts Narayana to explain
his poet's conscientious choice of words:

The word meaning "common (woman)" [vdra] was used because it would

be indecent (anaiucitya) to insinuate that a married woman's breast

[kulastrikuca] is scratched by nails, etc. !
In other moments, vigilant of not falsifying Sriharsa's usages, commentators
choose to interpret with trepidation rather than passing over or boldly emending
the text following, as Jani points out, the ancient maxim of determining meaning
as best as one can according to context (sthitasya gatis cintaniya). Thus, for
example, commentators sometimes make remarks when they sense that the reader
might get the impression that the poet is misunderstanding a poetic cliché.

In Nc 1.86, Sriharsa metaphorically describes black bees settling on the
buds of a Campaka tree as lampblack. These buds, in turn, are likened to an array

of tea-lights honoring Kiimadeva; the accretion of lampblack (i.e. the bees) is then

related to sinful acts accrued by the fragrant Campaka buds, which (according to

315

convention) kill Jonely lovers passing by and also kill moths.”” A reader with

3! kulastrikuce nakhaksatadiprakathyokter anaucityam iti 'vara' iti padam
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technical knowledge of natural phenomena, however, may object to the botanical
validity of the poet's image, something that obviously concerns Narayana:

Some say that the bee does not alight on the Campaka bud. (Botanical)

authorities say bees (may) settle (on the tree) but that they (would then)

die. '
Although hardly a concern for poets writing in languages other than Sanskrit, one
might think, it happens to be a remarkable incident when a Sanskrit poet trumps
accuracy in favor of poetic effect, whether it be to say that pythons sweat (as
Bhavabhiiti does in Uttararamacarita) or that bees approach the Campaka tree and
die.*"” Vidyadhara thus explains Sriharsa's botanically-challenged usage as a
complicated figure of speech whereby there is an implied simile between the death
of the bees (or moths) and the pining lovers through a metaphorical attribution of a
quality onto the lovers that naturally occurs with the insects, i.e. death upon
contact with the Campaka buds (riapakapahnutirupamalarikara).>'® The needs for

justification notwithstanding, it probably seems clear to most sensitive readers that

the poet is trying to connect the death of lovers-in-separation approaching the

313 yicinvatih panthapatafigahimsnair apunyakarmanyalikaj jalacchalat / vyalokayac
campakakorakavalih sa §ambararer balidipika iva // 1.86

316 campakopari bhramaro na tisthatiti kaécit. Tatra tisthati parantu mriyate iti pramanikah

317 Mallinatha comments on the relationship of the bee with the Campaka tree in Nc 1.91 while
refuting those that say that the bee does not go near the tree. Mallinatha argues that the bee does
indeed approach the Campaka buds but die upon touching them. [nanv ayuktam idam na satpado
gandhaphalim ajighrat ity adavalina campakaspar§dbhavaprasiddher iti cenna spréanty eva kintu
sprsta mriyante tavataiva spar§abhavaprasiddhir iti kvacit kirtitah pariharah.]

318 See the third example of apahnuti alafikara given by Gerow (p. 110).
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Campaka tree to moths entering the flame of a lamp. The lampblack formed by

the flame needs to be compared to something dark, i.e. the bees, which are then
further associated with the accumulation of sinful acts (also black).

When not taking note of perceived violations of poetic cliché or
convention, an area where scrupulous commentators often take issue with the poet
generally concerns non-standard grammatical usage. Jani lists a series of
grammatical mistakes in Sriharsa's poem, ranging from unaccounted for forms to
irregular compounds to incorrect declensions.’* But once again, as is
characteristic of the poet in many contexts, Sriharsa includes a verse (22.82) that
chides fussy critics, demonstrating that sometimes what popular custom (or
perhaps, as Narayana suggests, what this poet himself**%) says overrules the
presumptuous rules of grammar:

There exists popular custom (loka) [or this poet] to break the pride of

grammar's hold on the (proper) uses of words. Since it is the case that the

word "moon" [§asin] is derived from its possessing a rabbit (§asa) but (the
moon) is not called an antelope®> [mrgin] even though it possesses an
antelope [m‘rga].322

Narayana explicates the idea further by saying that it is improper to hold that "on

account of the likelihood of fallacies such as over-pervasion, etc., there should be

the rule that popular usage follow the rules of grammar" because definition follows

319 See Jani 270 for a complete list.
320 esah kavir (lokah) . . . prabhuh
%21 According to Apte 1254, the spots of the moon are said to resemble an antelope.

32 phanktum prabhur vyakaranasya darpam padaprayogadhvani loka esah /
$aso yad asyasti $asi tato 'yam evam mrgo 'syasti mrgiti noktah //
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usage and not the other way around. Therefore, grammar should have as its root
popular usage, which is stronger than prescriptiops of grammar.*”® Nevertheless,
the grammarian in the commentator will often feel compelled to direct his reader
in £he direction of conventional usage.

Most of the poetic “flaws” in Naisadha seem not to be unique to it but can
be found in other Sanskrit literary texts. In fact, the well-respected poets are often
given the license to err on the side of poetic freshness even if it entails the
transgression of grammar and custom: “poets,” reads a famous saying in Sanskrit,
“ought not to be goaded (into conformity).”*** In defense of such a position, Jani
cites an article by a Pandit Parame§varanandaji Sastri*> entitled “Commission of
Faults is the Naisadha’s Sixth Poetic Virtue.” Although unclear what
alankarasastra tradition this scholar is referring to as having five traditional poetic
virtues, the title at least underscores that there were some modern readers of the
poem who considered that there was, as Jani says, “special merit [for a] poem that

is flowing with such mistakes.”*® Just as Sriharsa is poised to employ the massive

resources of a developed poetic and linguistic tradition, so too does he inherit the

32 tasmad ativyaptyadidosad vyakaranamiila eva lokaprayoga iti niyamo na yuktah . . . laksyam
uddi§ya laksanapravrttih natu laksanam uddi$ya laksyapravrttir iti. tasmat prayogamilam
vyakaranam iti vydkaranal loka eva prayoge baliyan iti bhavah.

32 hirafikusah kavayah

32 The Sanskrit title of the article by the Sahityacarya is “Dosakaratvam Naisadhasya Sasto
Gunah.” I was unable to locate this work. The author, according to Jani, was a scholar at the

Oriental College in Jalandhar (Eastern Panjab).

32 Jani 271
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burdens of convention and tired metaphor, some of which he naturally and self-
consciously transgresses, renovates, or completely re-imagines. In a way, perhaps,
Sriharsa may be seen as returning to convention rather than transgressing it,
reinvigorating a moribund form of personal and cultural expression into something
closer to the relevant literary genre that mahakavya might once have been.

Perhaps the very discourse about the poem’s “faults” indicates an end of a
literary age for some of the conservative members of the traditional literary
audience for whom the Naisadha's boldness represents something of a subversion
of the mahakavya tradition. Its appeal, however, seems strong for a traditionally
trained audience of younger men with ears hungry for fresher tones and themes.
One can see in the commentators an attempt to deal with this tension in the way
they highlight certain usages of the poet. Commentator Ramacandra Sesa, for
example, seems to defend Sriharsa’s choice to not add stock descriptions
prescribed by the alankarasastra (introduction of the seasons, mountains, flower-
plucking, water-sports, wine-drinking, amorous games, etc.) irrespective of their
propriety in the text: “Even though there is no delineation of water sports, etc., it is
not appropriate to say that this is not a mahakavya.” Although one cannot
firmly attribute such a point of view to the commentators, perhaps there is an
awareness in their work that Sriharsa is at once formalist in his mechanically

bringing to the fore aesthetic formulas that are slowly losing their vitality and, at

377 salilakridaya avarnane'pi na mahakavyatvabhafigaprasafigah
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the same time, at the forefront of promoting a new, vital model of aesthetic
consciousness. Jani seems to want to assign this phenomenon of the poem to
historical causality in his citing N.C. Mehta’s forward to the R.N. Bhatt’s Hindi
translation of the poem:
Other defects such as elaboration, lack of proportion, excessive penchant
for double entendre and erudition making his verses abstruse at several
places, etc. are the defects, not of the poet, but of his age . . . [As N.C.
Mehta expresses:] “When the development of Sanskrit literature had passed
its meridian and the poets were apt to lose themselves in wizardry of arts,
in the display of their knowledge and their command of the language by
frequent uses of puns and rhetoric.”*?®
One may see in the above passage a code that sees the Naisadha as excessive,
inaccessible, and fundamentally self-absorbed. Unlike other critical perspectives,
the voice here seems to want to absolve the poet of poetic misconduct and project
the blame onto the age itself. It may well be, however, that the personal and
intellectual extremity of the poet and his poem -- his tendency, for example, to be
repetitive, obsessive, and impolite -- seeks to resound a complex historical and
intellectual experience that a “sane voice” following the alafikara code could not.
Alaiikara$astra itself is based on engaging with what makes language and literary
usage effective. Texts like the Naisadha, which grow out of their collective womb

and are not outside of its traditions, seem to throw open to question the constancy

of the Sastra’s literary verdicts for all periods of history and for all audiences.

328 Jani 273
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Naisadha and the Charge of Erotic and Aesthetic Indecency:

As evident from the above examples of what Sanskrit commentators are
comfortable in pointing out, the bulk of "faults" they see are either technical lapses
in the poet's style or his usage. They, however, only rarely (and usually in a
technical manner) make critical evaluations of the poet's larger choices of theme or
image -- especially in matters of perceived indecency (a$lilta). The preponderance
of the Naisadha's legacy on this front has resulted from the attention given to
"indecency" by post-nineteenth century traditional and modern critics. It is certain
that traditional Sanskrit commentators and modern critics often presuppose a
discrepancy between the famous text they have received and the perceived
demands of the readers or students for whom they are writing in a contemporary
setting. With the passage of time and taste, something about the text seems to
have become objectionable to them and the need to resolve the situation
imperative. However, whereas the trend among traditional Sanskrit critics tends
toward conservation of the text through rewriting its significance -- often, as is the
case with the Naisadha, by attributing to it an allegorical intelligibility that
supposedly discloses its "true" meaning or by situating the poem in some

hagiographical context that involves the apotheosis of the poet and text in the

hearts of later readers -- Indology has overwhelmingly treated Naisadha with a

firm, repudiating hand. For example, the influential literary history of De and
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Dasgupta devote inordinately lengthy passages in service of stripping the
Naisadha of its long-held prestige among pre-modern Indian audiences:

The only Mahakavya which need detain us is the Naisadhiyacarita of
Sriharsa, not so much for its intrinsic poetic merit as for the interesting
evidence it affords of the type of enormously laboured metrical
composition which was widely and enthusiastically favoured. The work is
regarded as one of the five great Mahakavyas in Sanskrit; it is undoubtedly
the last masterpiece of industry and ingenuity that the Mahakavya can
show, but to class it with the masterpieces of Kalidasa, Bharavi and even
Magha is to betray an ignorance of the difference between poetry and its
counterfeit . . . Without any avowed grammatical, rhetorical or
lexicographical object, his diction is deliberately difficult, his fancy is
abundant but often fantastic, and feux d'artifice of metaphor, simile,
antithesis, and other tricks of expression are more brilliant than
illuminating, They are not so much means of beautiful and limpid
expression as of ingenious straining of words and ideas. Sriharsa's
descriptive power, which has been so much praised, is astonishing in its
profusion and cleverness; but his extreme partiality for romantic
commonplaces and the fatiguing ornateness of his overworked diction
make it phantasmagoric and devoid of visualization.’”

Here, the two literary critics speak of the common notion that the Naisadha's style

30 They begrudgingly admit its

is "decadent" and more artful than artistic.
popularity among "scholars of the traditional type" but stubbornly insist on its

"lack of poetic inspiration" and dismiss entire generations of readers as fools for

favoring the poem:

3 De 325

330 G.C. Jhala summarizes the established position of post-nineteenth century, Western-educated
critics: --"Not only chronologically but technically also, it deserves to be placed last in the
traditional list because it marks the highwater mark of 'decadence' which gives primacy to art over

inspiration in creative literature." (157).
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[N]o sound-hearted, sound-minded reader will ever include him in the
small class of great poets . . . Even if a modern critic has the inclination to
share the enthusiasm of Sriharsa's admirers, the poet's impossible and
incessant affectations rise up in witness against such an attitude. If the
reputed Mahakavya writers of the period deserve such measured praise,
what shall be said of the legion of lesser authors who weakly imitate them?
If in their own day they enjoyed some popularity, they did so because they
supplied, not the right kind of poetry, but the kind which was readily
favoured.*

When they refer to specific aspects of the poem, however, such as the head-to-toe
description of Damayanti in Nala's mind, their dislike becomes most revealing:

One whole canto (xvii) of more than a hundred stanzas impedes the
progress of the narrative by a minute and frankly sensuous inventory of
Damayanti's beauty of limbs, commencing from the hair of the head and
ending with the toe-nails of her feet; but what is indicative of a singular
lack of taste is that the description comes from Nala himself who views her
from an invisible distance!**

And again, De and Dasgupta's comments on the wedding reception of Damayanti,

along the lines of what Winternitz describes as a passage of "sultry erotics

bordering on obscenity"*>;

[T]he poet does not hesitate to introduce vulgar innuendos in what is
supposed to be witty repartee of a more or less cultured society. It is not
wonder, therefore, that, judging by modern standards, an impatient Western
critic should stigmatize the work as a perfect masterpiece of bad taste and

bad style!

331 De. The opinions of scholars such as De have not been unanimously adopted. Buhler, for
example, remarks: "To the purely native taste, the Naisadhiya appears now, and has appeared for
many centuries, preferable to all the other mahakavyas. Our $astris now study it more frequently
and praise it more highly than even Kalidasa's works, and it has been commented on more

frequently than any other poem." [JBBRAS, Vol. XI, 1875, p.282].

332 De 234

333 Winternitz 64
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The prudishness of these critics so firmly entrenched in the desire to please the

"impatient Western critics" speak to the extent to which the literary tastes of early-

modern Sanskrit scholars have occasionally forced traditional arts into the service

of a particular moral tendency attached to the prevailing European tastes of the

time. In fact, Jani feels that De may have been reiterating the words of another

European scholar when purportedly offering his own reflections. Jani wonders out

loud about De's particular enmity toward Naisadha:

As regards the final conclusion of Dr. De, he perhaps seems to reiterate the

words of W. Yates, who after quoting a sentence, "This poet, with a degr.
of licentiousness, which is but too well accommodated to the taste of his
countrymen, indulges in glowing descriptions of sensual love" from Mr.
Colebrooke, remarks, 'This renders many parts of the poem disgusting to
persons of refined taste or religious sentiments.! One wonders as to why
Dr. De avoids glorious tribute to ériharsa by the same critic, who,
comparing Sriharsa with Latin poets, says -- 'glowing descriptions of the
passions and particularly the passion of Love, he resembles Ovid; in the
easy flow of his language he is Virgil's equal or perhaps superior; in the
variety of his metres and moral reflections, he competes with Horace;
while in pomp of expression, diversity of imagery and minuteness of
delineation he far exceeds them all.' [quoted from 'Review of the
Naisadhacarita,’ Asiatic Researches, Vol. XX, pg. 324].?’34

Very little in Yates, Colebrooke, and De's response to the text reflects the

&<

traditional Indian reader's point of view, at least not from the evidence available.

Sanskrit commentators, poetics theoreticians (alankarasastri-s) and traditional
pandits who taught or referenced Naisadha seem to have left no evidence of the

text's "distastefulness" from a moral point of view. And yet, a reactionary,

334 Jani 267
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impertinent, and decidedly stifling assimilation of Sanskrit literature into patterns
of understanding not its own has become a significant technique in the
interpretation of Sanskrit texts, exemplified in full measure by the history of the
Naisadha's modern reception.

This reactionary brand of prudishness has left a striking imprint on the
modern translation history of the Naisadha. Perhaps if the Naisadha had been
translated into English in the nineteenth century, whole passages deemed indecent
might have been rendered into Latin, as was the custom with other Sanskrit texts.
As it stands, unlike the "translations" of Sriharsa's verses provided by traditional
commentators, modern translators into South Asian and Eufopean languages
choose in many instances to leave certain objectionable passages either partially
translated or to avoid translating them altogether. They instead forego their
responsibility to elucidate the meaning for the reader and instead stamp labels such
as "obscene" or "vulgar" or "indelicate" in place of translation. There are, for
example, more than a dozen examples of such refusals to translate in Professor
K K. Handiqui's English translation of the poem and numerous more in the modern
Hindi versions. On the latter, A.S. Mishra writes about his own translation efforts:

In some cases regarding sexual subjects, the verses in the original Sanskrit

do not invite objection. Such is not the case with the Hindi translation,

where it is not possible to hide the objectionable material. Therefore, some

verses have not been provided here nor their intended meanings. The
curious reader is directed to the original text with its commentaries.**’

35 kam-visay ke §lokom ko mfil samskrt mem padne se aslilta prayah drstigocar nahim hoti kimtu
unk3 hindi rupantar karne mem a$lilta ko chipand sambhav nahim. atah unmem se koi §lok na to
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Mishra's frankness about the differences inherent in what one accepts in Sanskrit
(as perhaps what English translators accepted in Latin) and cannot accept in Hindi
reveal the particular circumstances in which many Sanskrit texts have come down
to the non-Sanskrit reading public. When the translator does choose to render the
objectionable passage (usually something sexual or scatological) into the modern
language, he sometimes purposefully misleads the reader in order to avoid any
inappropriate reference. For example, in Nc 17.203, in translating the Sanskrit
word bhanda, Handiqui renders the marked item with the rather innocuous word
"hypocrite":

Seeing in the Mahavrata sacrifice the dalliance of a religious student and a
courtesan, the fool concluded sacrificial rites to be a haphazard wild dance
of hypocrites.336

While Apte offers "buffoon, jester, and mime" to explain the word bhanda, to
which Handiqui adds "hypocrite," the commentator Nardyana provides a detailed
and far more interesting definition:

Just as bhanda-s expose their privates in front of a crowd, so too is this
sacrifice similar to the activities of bhanda-s on account of its indecent
nature in broad daylight in front of many people.337

yaham uddhrt kiya jata hai aur na hi uska hindi mem bhavarth dene k& prayatna. jijfidsu pathak
unhem bhasa-tika sahit mil granth mem dekh lem.

336 Handiqui's translation (265) of Nc 17.203: kratau mahavrate pasyan brahmacaritvariratam / jajiie
yajfiakriyam ajiiah sa bhandakandatandavam //

337 bhanda yatha bahujanasamaksam guhyadi prakasayanti tatha divaiva bahujanasamaksam
aslilavyaparakaranad yagakarma bhandavyaparatulyam iti. . . (Nardyana on 17.203)
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The word "hypocrite" seems not to convey what Nardyana sees here as a
suggestion of indecent public exposure, not unlike antics associated with the hijra
community in modern India. The word is obviously unclear as Mallinatha renders
it as someone who simply utters obscenities (bhandanam aslilabhasinam).

There are several other instances, especially in the sixteenth canto, where
Sriharsa's flair for comic edginess (so far as Sanskrit k@vya is concerned) is on
display. A.N. Jani writes about the poet:

His poem surpasses other poems as far as humor is concerned. . . [He] is

tempermentally a buoyant person with an eye for the odd and the ludicrous,

and a natural gift for both with and humor having their own ring and verve.
When Jani generally speaks of the "buoyant” Sriharsa's "eye for the off and the
ludicrous," he generally means the poet's satire on manners in the sixteenth canto.
Perhaps most maddening for rationalist critics, such as De and Dasgupta, is
Sriharsa's disconcerting tendency to treat a solemn theme in the spirit of
buffoonery and to uplift erotic impulses to lofty regions of consciousness. Sriharsa
seems to be constantly playing against the text -- treating what is serious and
formal as absurd, wild, and comic.

The Naisadha’s traditional commentators do not interpret with a mind to
free a poet, his works, or themselves from tradition. In fact, however awkwardly,
most are consciously trying to find a way to include the unfamiliar into their own
highly ordered sense of the world. Throughout their line-by-line commentary,
however, they do not take the text as anything other than what it is. In other

words, even if it makes them uncomfortable, they will grapple with it on terms

184

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



with which they are comfortable. While not actively transforming their world
through interpretation, they do not seem interested in reducing the poem to
something or the other and then expressing their disappointment about it. The
contemporary critical record of the Naisadha -- while also not interested in
utilizing the act of interpretation as a vehicle toward addressing difficult historical
questions about morality and aesthetics -- seems more engaged in a discontented
wish to deconstruct the poem’s legacy toward the end of fulfilling its own thesis
that Sriharsa’s was an age of literary and moral “decadence.” More significantly,
virtually no part of the exegetical record seems to see the poem itself as a creative

mechanism for interpreting its own tradition.
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Irrelevant Episode, Cultural index, and Social satire: the Seventeenth Canto
of the Naisadha

Although some elements of the Naisadha's readership are rankled by
Sriharsa's crass humor in the sixteenth canto, his biting social satire of
conventional Vaidika notions of duty, righteousness, and religious practice in the
seventeenth canto has largely been ignored as a morally objectionable insertion by
prim traditionalists. Rather, critics like De have objected to it on aesthetic
grounds; that it has been "irrelevantly introduced" into the narrative and, therefore,
impedes the progress of the storytelling. While not objecting to its existence,
traditional commentators tend not to unpack the satiric significance of Sriharsa's
rather brutal criticism, outside of translating the verse details for the reader.
Instead, they seem to understand the episode as an opportunity for Sriharsa to
show his deep cultural erudition.

Were it only on account of the philosophical technicalities that makes the
Naisadha difficult for even highly educated readers to effortlessly appreciate,
perhaps it would not have acquired its reputation as a knotty text, summarized in

the traditional idiom as a "medicine for the learned" (vidvadausadha).*® The

338 Jani 176: "On account of the preponderance of all these characteristics in the NC, it has been
rightly called a $§astrakavya and the poet rightly deserves the title of kavipandita. 1t is in this sense
that the Sanskrit scholars describe the Naisadha as vidvadausadham, which is true in both the
senses. Viz. 'a bitter dose even to the learned’ or a 'brain-tonic to the learned' as even a well-trained

scholar in Sanskrit finds his way difficult through the poem and when once acquainted with it, feels
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erudition (vyutpatti) of the poem extends beyond the traditional sources that

Rajasekhara enumerates in his kavyamimamsa™" to include topics from the various

technical texts on the arts and sciences,*® exhaustive geographical and political

342

data,** a range of occupations and livelihoods,** social and economic realities of

his height being raised to some extent." V.Narayana Rao informed me of a Sanskrit saying in
Andhra Pradesh that links the Kéasi-khanda of the Skandhapurana and the Naisadha: “The
Kasikhanda is an iron ball and the Naisadha is medicine for the learned” (kaSikhandam ayah
pindam / naisadham vidvad-ausadham).

339 According to chapter 8 of the Kavyamimamsa, the twelve recognized sources of poetry
(kavyarthanam dvada$a yonayak) include Vedic literature (§ruti), traditional non-scriptural legal
texts (smrti), historical accounts (itihdsa), ancient lore (purana), logic (pramdnavidya), astrology
(samayavidya), three different kinds of political texts (rajasiddhantatrayi), knowledge of common
practices (loka), literary compositions (viracana), and miscellany of different kinds (prakirnaka).
30 Including: medicine (@Gyurveda), military science (dhanurveda), law (dharmasastra/smrti),
political science (artha$astra/nitiSastra), erotics (kamasastra), mystico-ritual science
(tantrasastra), musical science (safigitasdstra), mathematics (ganita$astra), science of horses
(asvasastra), science of jewels (ratnasastra), lexicons (kosa), science of poetics and rhetoric
(alamkarasastra), dramaturgy (natya$astra). Also, the ancillary Vedic sciences (vedarniga).
phonetics (§tksa); etymology (nirukta); prosody (chandas); grammar (vyakarana); astronomy
(jyotisa); astrology (mauhirtikavidya), palmistry (samudrika$astra); domestic rituals (kalpa).

3! Information, for example, on rivers, mountains, regional kingdoms, position of the king and his
feudatories, construction of public works, espionage.

32R eferences are made to the occupational work of weavers, painters, musicians, architects,
craftsmen, potters, gardeners, usurers, blacksmiths, goldsmiths, oil sellers, dancers, sailors, maids,
magicians, snake charmers, carpenters, cooks, pearl cutters, bards, barbers, shell cutters, millers,
hunters, wrestlers, fruit pickers, cloth dyers, sweepers, clowns, bankers, panegyrists, astrologers,
arrow makers, judges, washermen, and jesters (known as bhandas, who make a living, as Jani

explains, "by demonstration of their organ and such other indecent means").
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the twelfth-century,** and popular beliefs and cultural practices of the time.** In

the seventeenth canto, the Naisadha truly earns its reputation as a unique
encyclopedia of the textbook knowledge and social realities current in Sriharsa's
time. Here, the poet introduces an episode that pits a villainous Kali --
symbolizing a skeptical and hyper-worldly attitude of the materialist (carvaka) --
against the four primary Vedic deities, who attempt a robust refutation of Kali's
scathing critique of the various social, ethical, metaphysical, and broadly cultural
formulations idealized in traditional texts and practiced in ordinary life. Thus,
Sriharsa deals with such topics as the consistency and validity of scripture, caste
purity, practical understandings of karma, the need for ritual, ideas of heaven and
rebirth, the case for hedonism, and adultery. The seventeenth canto also tackles
some of the most controversial statements and practices found in the traditional
culture, including the A§vamedha sacrificial ritual, referred to in Nc 17.204.>*

From the traditional angle of Sanskrit commentary, this canto has become famous

> Examples include: marriage preparations and rites, caste practices, the joint family, fashion,
clothing, and decorations; economic practices such as coining; criminal activities such as fraud and
money counterfeiting; practical elements of jurisprudence; diverse folk customs.

3 Some of these include: methods of warding off planetary effects, the application of vermillion
powder in the part of the hair, the notion that a girl should resemble her father, astronomical
reasons why certain activities should be avoided on certain dates, belief in omens, mystical
association in the uttering of names, popular ideas about dreams, reincarnation, superstitions,
ghosts, curses, black magic, popular gestures of approval and disapproval, sports, word jokes,
vulgar jokes, pranks, types of food and drinks enjoyed.

345 Handiqui refuses to translate this verse on grounds of "indecency." (265)
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primarily for its creative introduction of virtually every significant philosophical
premise of the Sanskrit tradition.

Pointed comments made by commentators at the end of their commentaries
on the seventeenth canto suggest the substantial amount of academic knowledge

required for the job. For example, Vidyadhara writes:

With this canto, king of poets érihars_a manifest his own omniscience.
Hence, only someone else of his ilk can reach the other shore of this canto's
ocean of meanings. He must know the eight texts on grammar, logic,
literature, polity, Veda, purana and also other $§astra-s. A learned
researcher may be able to suitably comment on it but I have commented on
it using my own native intelligence. The canto should be properly
understood by using a special commentary prepared by erudite
intellectuals.*

In a similar vein, the Jain commentator Jinaraja also feels compelled to add a
comment on the difficulty of this canto for a commentator:
My work has been prepared with the assistance of many researchers who
are aware of the numerous recent (philosophical) texts connected to the
poem Naisadhiya. These researchers, who are expounders of the Jain point

of view, are learned men in all the various §astra-s, including literature, the
dictionaries, poetics, metrics, grammar, logic, etc.3

Again, in a slightly different tone and context, Sridhara also flashes his pride in

being able to comment on such a canto:

%% anena sargena ériharsakavirajenatmasarvajiiatabhivyafijita itas tatsadréenanyenapyasya
sargasyartharatnakarasya param praptum Sakyate / astau vydkaranani tarkanivahah sahityasaro
nayo vedarthdvagatih puranapathitir yasyanyaSastrany api. nityam syuh
sphuritarthadipavihat3jfianandhakarany asau vyakhyatum prabhavaty amum suvisamam prayah
sudhih kovidah.. maya tu nijamaty anusarenayam sargo vyakhyato vicaksanaih visesavyakhyaya
bodhavyah //

347 evamvidhah jinamatonnatikarakah

samastatarkavyakarancchando'lafikarako$akavyadivividhasastraparino naisadhiyakavyasambandhi
jinarajivrttyadyanekanavinagranthavidhayakah /
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In connection with Srimarkibhatta, Pandit Vidyasridhara is victorious, he
who is an oceanic repository (of knowledge in) poetry, Vedanta, logic,
smrti, metrics, poetics, drama, purana, Veda, and Saiva doctrine, a sibling
of (knowledge of) the medical, yogic, economic, political, mystical, ritual,
and astrological sciences.>*®
Although not alone in his critical posture, De finds this canto to be "irrelevantly
introduced," a superfluous demonstration of the poet's philosophical interests.
While the Sanskrit commentators generally approach this canto with a sort of
"research journal" approach, seeing it as a document to be dealt with in terms of its
academic ideas, one may view this ostensibly odd episode in the poem as a fluid
intersection of the philosophical realms of ancient India with the poet's own
narrative and social vision. For example, it may be insightful to receive this canto
in the tradition of satire that, as literary critic Northrop Frye observes, sees social
diseases not as evil but "diseases of the intellect, a maddened pedantry":
The Menippean satirist, dealing with intellectual themes and attitudes,
shows his exuberance in intellectual ways, by piling up an enormous mass
of erudition about his theme or in overwhelming his pedantic targets with
an avalanche of their own jargon.**
Though a respected philosopher himself, Sriharsa constantly ridicules philosophers
and pedantic social critics in this canto -- a captious rhetorical attitude (vitanda)

that relies on the logical process of reductio ad absurdum, which he also

incidentally adopts in his Khandanakhandakhadya. There is a sense that Sriharsa

8 vedavyakaranasrayah
sukavitavedantatarkasmrticchando'lamkrtikavyanatakapuranamnayasaivambudhih /
jyotistantrasumantranitibharatasriyogavaidyamgabhiih vidyasridharapandito vijayate
Srimarkibhattanvaye //

*® Frye 230
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is making his own commentators aware of their own folly. Indeed, in many verses
of this canto, commentators seem uncomfortable in providing more than the
requisite syntactical and semantic information for their readers. One may again
cite Frye's summary of the satirical spirit, which one rarely sees in the lofty
mahakavya genre:

The satiric attitude is neither philosophical nor anti-philosophical, but an

expression of the hypothetical form of art. Satire on ideas is only the

special kind of art that defends its own creative detachment . . . Satire on

systems of reasoning, especially on the social effects of such systems, is

art's first line of defense against all such invasions.*®
In this vein, Sriharsa's move to upset all of the conventions of the traditional Nala-
Damayanti narrative in terms of its plot, context, and especially its emotional tenor
naturally leads to some level of confusion among traditional and modern
commentators. The poet's sudden turn away from the familiar aesthetic
considerations of a deeply reverenced -- and emotionally and morally complicated
-- narrative of tragic romance into a more joyful romance -- with equally deep
infusions of muddled, subversive, and often prickly commentary on ethics and
apparently outmoded social mores -- has drawn considerable comment from
traditional and modern audiences of the poem.

It is interesting that this canto has been largely praised or criticized on
aesthetic grounds -- and not for the social or moral topics it concerns itself with --

by traditional and modern scholars. One exception (referred to earlier in this

section) has been the famous toes-to-head description of Damayanti from the point

3%0 Frye 231
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of view of Nala in the seventh canto. Although part of a tradition of voyeurism
established much earlier in Sanskrit literature, this passage’s moral content has
come under scrutiny by critics such as De and Dasgupta. More troublesome for
them than its obscenity, however, is the fact that it “impedes the progress of the
narrative.” Their true concern seems to rest with moral impropriety but they couch
their criticism in aesthetic terms. When Jani comes to ériharsa’s defense, he
counters the charge of the passage’s moral offensiveness by re-imagining its
aesthetic “failing” in terms that actually justifies its existence by envisioning a
moral context altogether different than the one De and Dasgupta are operating
under:
The next charge viz., the lack of taste in Damayanti’s description, is also
unbecoming. Though impeding the progress of the narration, it, on the one
hand, fulfils the characteristic of the mahakavya, while, on the other, it
enhances the character of Nala, who though in the presence of a
sarvafigasundari like Damayanti, as observed and described by him, does
not flinch even an inch from his task of a messenger of gods.*"
Notice that here Jani sees Nala’s engagement (or non-engagement) with his visual
object in the tradition of another famous voyeuristic event from the Ramayana,
namely Hanuman’s colorful description of Ravana’s harem. Just as Hanuman’s
character is unsullied by the experience, so too Nala’s remains pure, Jani seems to
suggest. It is revealing that Jani, in this passage, chooses to Sanskritically express

Damayanti’s presence as a sexual being (sarvangasundari) rather than using an

English equivalent. Regardless of his apologetic statements, he inevitably ends

31 1ani 272
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with an obligatory distancing from the act of voyeurism on ostensibly moral
grounds found in a past no longer accepted as.correct:

Regarding the obscenity, we can say only this much that it reflects only the

age, the true picture of which is found in our poem and one should not

make a capital out of it to belittle the greatness of the poet.**
The ambivalence expressed by Jani in these statements reflects a crucial psychic
reality that underlies the act of interpretation for some modern critics of the
Naisadha (and perhaps of Sanskrit literature): on the one hand, they are bound to
take moral issue with some of the poem’s sensual or bawdy passages that they find
not in line with contemporary attitudes; on the other hand, they are drawn to
defend the literary tradition. Rather than directly take on the issues the poem
raises, a common approach seems to be to deflect the moral discourse onto an
aesthetic one.

A similar phenomenon occurs with the traditional and modern approach
taken to the seventeenth canto. It seems that both the traditional and modern critic
is perplexed by its inclusion in the narrative. Typically, for the Sanskrit
commentator, it is praised for exercising the intellect and drawing attention to the
abstruse elements of traditionalist education. None of the available commentaries,
however, seriously engage the question of why the poet might have included this
section or how it might reflect on the other elements of the poem. For the few

contemporary opinions on this canto, it appears that the section’s apparent

352 13ni 272
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irrelevance to the main plot becomes the central issue. Here, too, the urge is to
deflect the primary question for exploration: why is the poet adding this very long
canto --completely out of character for the mahakavya genre -- to his otherwise
carefully constructed poem? To dismiss the poet’s choice as simply a mark of an
age where poets desire to demonstrate intellectual powers seems rather weak,
although not wholly different from the traditionalist view that in this canto
ériharsa has shown himself to be, as Vidyadhara glows, “omniscient.”

To simply understand the canto as a superficial aesthetic choice -- one that
succeeds for many Sanskrit commentators and fails for critics like De and
Dasgupta -- seems to miss the significance. Aesthetic, narrative, and moral
concerns cannot be mutually exclusive components of the poet’s act. Similarly,
the Naisadha’s audience need not harbor a distinction between their approaches to
the poem: either it is aesthetically satisfying or morally satisfying. The whole
interpretive approach seems out of touch with the modes in which a reader
experiences the passages. Perhaps one may simply understand that they either
satisfy or they fail to satisfy the reader’s consciousness — as a composite entity that
subsumes the moral and the aesthetic. At least in these few passages, including the
entire eighteenth canto which draws from the kamasastra, the Naisadha’s “mixed
signals” for traditional and modern interpreters has become part of its critical

discourse.
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CHAPTER FOUR:
COMMENTARY AND THE CONTEXTUALIZATION OF TEXT AND AUTHOR

I. Naisadha in Context: Semantic Multiplicity, Esoteric Readings, and
Constructions of Textual and Authorial Biography

A study of commentaries on Sanskrit literature -- as perhaps of any
literature --invariably presents an intriguing nexus between conscious acts of
interpretation and the internal clues in the text that guide interpretation or serve as
a sort of an auto-commentary on itself. In other words, in reflecting on any given
piece of exegesis, one may wonder whether derived meanings reflect prefigured
approaches to the text or, as many commentators would probably argue, are
already existent in the text and thus manifest on their own. Perhaps more than
most works of Sanskrit literature, the Naisadha and its commentaries offer a ripe
field for studying this phenomenon. The self-conscious nature of the poem seems,
on the one hand, to direct its own exegesis by overtly stating or slyly suggesting
ways that one should approach its reading; on the other hand, while the poem's
commentators generally seem to fashion themselves as merely mediums for
conveying what is already in the text, one is often tempted to see them as engaged
in a sort of tussle with the poet to not only make his "literal" meanings apparent
but also to add their own occasionally creative interpretations. One may
legitimately ask: does the text invite the responses it receives, do the commentators
conceive responses unwarranted or under-warranted from the text, or does text and

commentary share some special, tacit relationship? To begin to answer any of
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these questions, of course, requires more information: about the text, about the
commentators, or about the hermeneutic process that connects text and
commentary.

One of the arguments of this thesis (argued earlier) has been that the poem
became a vibrant site of intellectual expression because of its role in an
institutionalized structure of pedagogical professionalism that encouraged and
promoted a culture of one-upmanship and demonstration of one’s scholastic
maturity. Commentaries on Naisadha proliferated, by this logic, on account of
their being a vehicle for professional distinction. This argument is, in part, borne
out in some of the prefatory comments made by the commentators themselves.
Sometimes, as is the case with a commentator like Mallinatha, for instance, these
"professional” commentaries reflect a teacher's attempt to ground the student in a
rigorous philological practice that seeks to derive clear significance from
unproblematic "factual" evidence supposedly inherent in the "accepted" meanings
of words in context. Mallinatha encourages his reader to follow problematic
language details, in the process illuminating points of grammar, lexicon, and trope.
The playfulness of textual production that leads to an expression of multiple
meanings does not strike a chord with this approach. This philological approach
reads a text disembodied from its reader or interpretive communities. Others
encourage digging just deep enough to pull out superficially buried gems;
Candupandita, for example, seeks primarily to unearth the philosophical references

in the Naisadha. These commentaries demonstrate that the massive production of
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commentaries on mahakavya from a very early period probably had a lot to do
with the pedagogical role of mahakavya in traditional Sanskrit education.

In the case of the Naisadha especially, however, there exist examples of
commentary that, while not wholly counter-philological, perform interpretive
operations to "rewrite" the text in ways that open up the discourse of the text to
more and complex significance. Even though they take a largely philological/text-
critical approach, commentaries like Narayana’s and Sridhara’s, for example, seem
not to be so interested in controlling the unmanageable explosion of semantic
significance (as Mallinatha) but rather seek to bring out more than one meaning.
They look for the less visible and less apparent -- what critics would call far-
fetched or overly clever -- readings that have their own theoretical and conceptual
frameworks centered on expanding the poet's "genius." These non-literal readings
share several characteristics. While balancing the need for some kind of
interpretive closure, they do not regard the text as merely linguistic codes that need
to be explained and elaborated upon (glossa) but rather see the text as inviting
diverse responses. They work in a dialogic context that often renegotiates the
"obvious," "intended," or "implied" readings according to a given readers' needs.
If not providing original readings, they at least reflect the range of ideas that might
have been current at the time. There is a sense in Narayana and Sridhara, for
example, of what Jauss has described as the aesthetic taste of one reading
community inheriting and transforming the reception of a previous one. Two

readings seem to be at work simultaneously, a superficial one that focuses on
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explanation and then a kind of reconstructive reading that is based in some sort of
critical choice aimed at reconfiguring the significance of the reading according to

some other frame or reference or theoretical approach.
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Semantic Multiplicity: Revisiting Verse 1.1 through the commentaries of
Narayana and Sridhara

In describing the scholastic practices of traditional hermeneutics (cross-
culturally), Paul Griffiths explains that, for most traditional readers, the text is "a

treasure-house, an ocean, a mine":

[TIhe deeper religious readers dig, the more ardently they fish, the more
single-mindedly they seek gold, the greater will be their reward. The basic
metaphors here are those of discovery, uncovering, retrieval, opening up:
religious readers read what is there to be read, and what is there to be read
always precedes, exceeds, and in the end supersedes its readers. There can,
according to these metaphors, be no final act of reading in which
everything is uncovered, in which the mine of gold has yielded all its
treasure or the fish pool has been emptied of fish. Reading, for religious
readers, ends only with death, and perhaps not then: it is a continuous,
ever-repeated act.’”

Important points about the nature of the traditional reading practices are raised in
this passage and can perhaps fruitfully be applied to our study of Sanskrit literary
commentaries. First, and this is especially true of the Naisadha, often one finds in
commentaries on Sanskrit literature an eclectic approach that so-called "religious
readers" had long before adopted in commentaries on Sastra or philosophy. These
approaches read their texts as "mines" or "oceans" of semantic possibility. Each
new commentary seeks to draw or attribute ever more potency to their text by
either elaborating on a previously existent model or pioneering a new one. Thus,

we have already seen the way in which Vidyadhara and Candupandita exploited

3% Griffiths 41
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the text's capacity to yield insight into poetics and philosophical discourse
respectively. Both of these early commentators made each respective approach a
cornerstone of their interpretive acts. Neither of them, however, (nor the others
that follow) appears interested in arguing for a singular way of reading a given
verse. They approach interpretation not as a search for a correct meaning, nor as
simply a recounting of alternative meanings in order to highlight a correct
meaning, but rather as a kind of pleasure that can be "ever-repeated."

It seems that neither are traditional commentators concerned with what
Griffiths sees as the modern goal of education of "maximizing the individual's
knowledge of alternatives and capacity to choose among them." (68). If these are
not the underlying principles that govern the hermeneutic desire for semantic
multiplicity, then to what can we attribute this feature? One possibility perhaps
lies in a sort of hermeneutic aesthetic that is peculiar to the traditional Sanskrit
exegete, as Robert Goldman observes:

For a number of reasons, some having to do with the language itself, some

having to do with specific aspects of the intellectual history of India, and

some having to do with exogenous constructions of the Indian tradition,

Sanskrit texts and terms frequently lend themselves to an extraordinary

variety of readings. In many cases such multiple reading may be unrelated

to one another and even mutually contradictory; and yet, in specific
contexts, highly pronounced degrees of polysemy are clearly intrinsic to an
author's and/or commentator's intention. Then too, modern scholars of

South Asian society and culture -- in the East and in the West -- often

"mine" the Sanskrit lexicon for sets of terms and conceptual categories

that, they argue, inform and even define the ways in which South Asians
regard themselves, each other, their environment, and the universe.>>*

34 Goldman ("Translating Texts") 94
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The "polysemy" that the Sanskrit language may encourage by its very structure
seems to have heavily influenced a commentarial consciousness that -- apparently
for a type of intellectual pleasure -- seeks to bypass the easy reading or break up
words and analyze compounds in such a way as to milk or "mine" ever more subtle
meanings that are either desired or found to be charming.” Another tactic is to
consult many different kinds of lexicons (kos$a) to bring out semantic usages that
fit the commentator's agenda. The record bears out that several commentators of
Naisadha, for example, themselves composed original lexicographical works to
bring out subtle meanings of even single consonants or phonemes. For example,
the seventeenth century Naisadha commentator Bharatasena (or Bharata Mallika)
composed "A collection of meanings drawn from a single letter"
(Ekavarnarthsamgraha) and "A collection of suggestive (meanings) of words that

356

take two forms" (Dviriapadhvanisamgraha).”™> The poet Sriharsa himself is said to

have composed a similar set of (now lost) works: "The lexicon of homonyms"

355 In their Introduction to the English translation of the Sundarakanda, Robert and Sally Goldman
elaborate upon a recurring feature of Sanskrit commentaries on the Ramayana that seek to expand
the semantic significance of a given passage: "Sometimes the commentaries are dazzling in their
displays of cultural knowledge and scholastic ingenuity. Thus, [Satyatirtha] continually provides
clever, if forced, methods of breaking up words to provide levels of possible interpretation
overlooked by the others while in one particularly stunning piece of exegetic virtuosity, [Atreta
Ahobala] provides no fewer than nine different and actually interesting altemative explanations of
Sita's gesture of placing a straw on the ground between herself and Ravana before she speaks to
him." (93)

3 Jani 34-35
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(Dviriipakosa), "A guide to breaking up words" (Sabdabhedanirdes’a), and "A
collection of meanings derived from pun" (Sle.sdrthapadasamgraha). It is unclear
if all of these are, in fact, not the same work or attributable to Sriharsa at all.>¥’
Regardless, the fact of their being directly or indirectly attributed to him by others
reflects the close connection between the literary history of Naisadha and the
outstanding hermeneutic feature of semantic multiplicity.

We need only look at the way the first verse of the poem has been dealt
with by commentators Narayana and Sridhara to understand the significance
Naisadha acquired in terms of being a storehouse of potential meanings.
Narayana, whose commentary has apparently been the most widely read and used

by students and teachers, systematically deconstructs 1.1:

With the intention to banish obstacles to the completion of the text by
indicating the specific subject matter in the form of Nala, the repeating of
whose name is itself auspicious, (the poet) says: That Nala was (sa nala
asit). . . Even the recalling of (noble personages such as) Prthu becomes
the cause for attaining all desired ends -- what to say of singing their
praises? What was special about this Nala? He was a mass (rasi) of
radiance (mahasam) [=a seat of glorious valor (pratapanam asraya)].

Or else, he was, as it were, a radiant sun [(mahasam=tejasam)
(rasi=surya)]. (The figure of speech here) is a simile (upama) or an
imagined identification with a superior item (utpreksa), where the common
characteristic or a word expressive of identification, such as "like" (iva) has
been dropped (lupta). According to this (interpretation), the suggestive
meaning is that he (Nala) is the possessor of brilliance, like the Sun, and
none other. Who is he? He is one whose collection of (gosti) stories
(vasya kathah) [=which relate to the protection of beings
(prajapalanariipah)] the learned ones (budhah) [=(sumatayah)] have
drunk in (nipiya) [=have respectfully listened to (sadaram sSrutva)] in
such a way (fatha) that they do not regard even nectar (sudham api)

37 See Jani 117-120
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[=(amrtam api)] (as highly). Just as nectar was previously the respected
objective of things such Vedic sacrifices, in such a way hearing of Nala
stories subsequently (held that position). The inner meaning is that no,
actually, Nala's stories were superior to them (Vedic sacrifices, etc.). The
reading "story" (katham) (for "stories" [kathah]) is okay. Another meaning
is that their regard for nectar (sudha) (was greater) than that for a sweet
thing (madhuradravyam) such as sugar (Sarkarah). According to this
(interpretation), the propriety of Damayanti's love for Nala is connected
with the relinquishing of sensual desires.**®
Narayana establishes that the verse is about Nala. He then gives a series of
explanations of the epithet ascribed to him (that he was "a mass of radiance"),
describing the potential logical processes behind the poet's figurative usage. He
then goes on to relate who was enjoying Nala's stories in such a way that they
shunned even "nectar" (sudha), detailing how one may associate stories with
nectar. The rather striking conclusion of this passage demonstrates the ways in
which a creative Sanskrit commentator can link different realms of experience in
accordance with the structure of the text's language; here, by associating "nectar"
with the fruit of Vedic sacrifices and final release from samsara, Narayana
associates the effect of nectar on "the learned ones" (budhah) with the

"relinquishing of sensual desires," a pre-requisite for attaining moksa for the

Vedantin.

3% atra punyaslokanalariipavisistavastunirde$ena nirvighnagranthasamaptir ity abhiprayenaha -- sa
nala asit iti. prthvadinam smaranam api sakalabhistahetuh kim punah kirtanam iti. kim visisto
nalah? mahasam rasih pratapandmasrayah. yadva -- mahasam tejasam rasih stirya iva sthitah.
luptopama luptotpreksa va. etena sa eva tejasvi slryavat nanya iti vyafigyam. sa kah? budhah
sumatayo yasya prajapalanartipah katha gostir nipiya sidaram $rutva sudham apy amrtam api tatha
nadriyante. yatha plirvam amrte yagadisadhye sadara dsams tatha nalakathdsravananantaram neti
tato'pyadhika nalakatheti bhavah. 'katham'iti pathah sadhiyan. $arkaradimadhuradravyad api
sudhayam adara ity apare'rthah. etena indradinam tyagena nale damayantyanuragasyauciti yukta.
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Unsatisfied with leaving the reader with only that interpretation , he
examines who else might be enjoying Nala's stories by skillfully redistributing the
semantic weight of the relevant term ksitiraksina (which in this case would either
carry the genitive meaning "of the protector of the earth" [Nala] or the multiple
possibilities of its plural nominative "protectors of the earth" [gods, learned ones,
kings, divine serpents]. Accordingly, Narayana then distributes the meaning of
"nectar" in each of théir contexts:

Or else, on account of producing rain, etc., the protectors of earth
(ksitiraksinah) [=gods (budhah)=(devah)] having heard whose stories
(yat katham akarnya), protect (raksati) [=pati] the captivating beauty
(sudha) [(susthu dhama=(manoharam kantim)], no longer regarding
water (sudha) [=(apah)] or the moon (sudha) [=(candrah)] in the way
(they now) regard Nala's stories.

Or else, the learned ones (budhah)=(jfiatarah)] or other kings
[(ksitiraksinah)=(anye rajanah)] do not regard (as highly) even
immortality (amrtam api) (which comes from performing) sacrifices
and the like [yajiiadina)].

Or else, the divine serpents (Sesa, Taksaka, etc.) [they who protect
the earth (ksitiraksinah) with the circular orbs of their hoods
[(phanamandaladharanadina ksitim raksanti)=(Sesataksakadayah)
=(nagah)], disregard even nectar (sudha) [=(amrtam)], said to be the food
of serpents (sudha bhujagabhojana) offered to them by Indra for the sake
of protection, because the gods, who are ??? undertake the protection of the
earth through fellowship with the cosmic serpent Sesa. According to these
three interpretations, the fact that Nala's fame is spread among the three
worlds is made clear. >

359 yadva -- vrstyadina ksitiraksino budha deva yat katham dkarnya susthu dhama manoharam
kantim pati raksatiti sudhdm apascandras tasmin nalakathavat purvavad va nadriyante. yadva --
budha jiiatarah ksitiraksino 'nye rajano yajiiadina'mrtam api nadriyante iti. yadva --
phanamandaladharanadina ksitim raksanti te ksitiraksinah $esataksakadayo nagah 'sudha
bhujagabhojanam’ ity abhidhanat sviyam bhojanam amrtam apindrena raksanartham arpitam
amrtam nadriyante. yato budhas taratamyavijiiatarah ksitiraksitvam taksakadisu Sesasdhacaryad
upacaryate. etena vyakhyanatrayena nalakirter
lokatrayavyapitvam dyotyate.
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Or, ksitiraksina can be broken into two words, thus yielding an alternate meaning:

Or else, ksitiraksinah (yields) two words here: ksitih and aksinah. The
dwelling-place of the representative of the debased age (kali) [=(aksi)] is
the gambling dice (aksas) which are made from the vibhitaka tree. Having
drunk in the stories of that steadfast man (yasya sthitasya purusasya)
who brings about the destruction (ksitih) [=(nasah)] of Kali (aksinah)
[=(kaleh)]. The verbal root is ksi in the sense of "destruction" (ksaye). As
it is said (in the MhB 2.79.11): "Singing the fame of Karkotaka the snake,
King Rtuparna, and of Nala with Damayanti (effects) the destruction of
Kali." Im such a way (ratha), having drunk in whose stories, the learned
do not regard (as highly) even nectar. The word "tatha" ("in such a

way") is to be interpreted in the sense of joining two independent things
together (samuccayartha). Or else, the dice (aksah) [(=pasah)]
Surprisingly, even in this form (his) kingliness (is manifested). Here also
the word "tatha" ("in such a way") is to be interpreted in the sense of
joining two independent things together (samuccayartha).”®
With the major semantic components of the verse now delineated, Narayana
attaches the appropriate significance of each modifier with its correspondent
modificand. In detecting a reference to the destruction (ksitih) of the dice
(aksinah), Narayana cleverly alludes to one of the most enduring associations of

the telling of Nala's story, made famous by the oft-cited verse from the

Mahabharata:

360 yadva -- 'ksitih, aksinah' iti padadvayam. akso vibhitako nivaso 'syastityaksi kalih. yasya katha
nipiya sthitasya purusasyaksinah kaleh ksitir na$o bhavati. 'ksi ksaye' iti dhatu. tatha coktam --
'karkotakasya nagasya damayantya nalasya ca. rtuparnasya rajarseh kirtanam kalinaanam..' (MB,
VanaParvan 79.11) iti tatha yasya katha nipiya budhah sudham api nadriyante iti. 'tatha’ $abdah
samuccayartho vyakhyeyah. yadva -- aksah pasaste kridartham yasya vidyante so'ksi, tasya
dyutavyasanino 'pi nalasya ksitih prthivi, rajyam ity arthah. evamvidhasyapi bhiipatitvam ity
aScaryam. 'tathd' §abdo 'trapi samuccayarthah.
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Singing the fame of Karkotaka the snake, King Rtuparna, and of Nala with
Damayanti (effects) the destruction of Kali.’!

The frequent citation above that the act of repeating the Nala episode has the effect
of nullifying the evil effects of this debased Kali age is reiterated in slightly
different terms by another traditional verse:

Auspicious is Nala, auspicious is Yuddhisthira, auspicious is Sita,
auspicious is Krsna.362

Jani suggests that the tradition inaugurated in the Mahabharata may have some
reason for Sriharsa's choice of this theme or, depending on one’s view, for certain
audiences’ particular emphasis in reading the Naisadha: "The reason for its
popularity lies possibly in a tradition which has accorded to it a religious sanctity
by declaring that its recitation destroys sin and ill-luck," %3 while
Krishnamachariar adds that "the story is very popular in India and there is not a
household where its narration does not serve as a real solace in many a grievous

calamity." 364

Narayana then introduces the Sun as yet another referent in the verse:

Since he is of such quality, therefore, he is one whose circle of
fame (kirtimandalah) [(yasomandalah)] acts like or takes the form of a
white umbrella (sitacchatram) [=(§vetatapatram)], a circle of fame that is

361 garkotakasya nigasya damayantya nalasya ca / rtupamasya rajarseh kirtanam kalind$anam //
(MhB 2.79.11)

362 punyasloko nalo raja punyasloko yudhisthirah // punyasloko ca vaidehi punyasloko janardanah
1"

% Jani 48

34 K rishnamachariar 980
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capable of pervading the three worlds. Again, what was special about him?
He was shining with numerous festivities (mahojjvalah) [=(mahair
utsavair ujjvalo dipyamanah); this (qualification demonstrates) his
energetic nature. Or, that he is one who possesses the sentiment of love
(ujjvalah) [=(Srngarah)] in great measure (mahan) [=attains the supreme
limit (paramakasthapannah)]. Or else, he shines (jvalati) by virtue of his
brilliance (mahasa) [=(tejasa)=glorious valor (pratapena)].

Applied to the sun also (it means that): having drunk in the stories of the
Sun (Lord Surya), who is a protector of beings by virtue of his providing
rain (as it is explained in the scripture, "From the sun comes rain."), the
learned do not regard as highly even nectar, whose domain is the moon,
because of its inadequacy. What kind of Sun? One whose orb
(mandalam) forms a white parasol (§vetatapatram) on account of its
fame (kirriyuktam), on account of the singing of its praises, or on account
of its breadth. Eulogists sing about the sun's orb as taking the form of a
white umbrella. And, it shines with brilliance (mahojjvalah)
[=mahasa=tejasa jvalati). (The lexicographer) Visva says that the word
"kirti"can be taken in the sense of "valor" (pratapah) or "enduring fame"
(yasas) and in the sense of "breadth" (vistare) and also in the sense of
"mud" (kardame). (The lexicographer Amara) says that the word mahas
can be taken in the sense of "brilliant splendor" (tejas) or "festivities"
(utsavah), while ujjvala can be taken to mean "bright, clean and clear"
(Sucih) and "the sentiment of love" (§rngarah). (The lexicographer)
Ksiraswamin says the word budha can be understood as relating to a
"deity," to "the moon," and to "learned ones" (jfiatrcandrisura budhah).>

One may notice at the end of this passage the Sanskrit commentator's compulsive
habit of citing lexicons (or, elsewhere, other relevant texts) to substantiate or to
defend his claims. He ends his commentary (not translated above) with the

customary explanations of grammar. He also frames the poem's overarching

363 yata evamvidho 'ta eva kirter mandalam yaSomandalam, sitam ca tacchatram ca sitacchatram
§vetatapatram ivacarantam krtam va lokatrayavyaptisamartham kirtimandalam yasya yena va.
punah kimviSistah? mahojjvalah. mahair utsavair ujjvalo dipyamanah. etenotsahayuktatvam
tasya, mahanparamakasthapanna ujjvalah §rngaro yasyeti va. yadva -- mahas3 tejasa pratdpena
jvalatiti mahojjvalah. stryapakse 'pi -- 'adityaj jayate vrstih'iti vrstipradatvena ksitiraksinah
stiryasya katha nipiya budhah sudham api candre visaye tatha nadriyante. tasya tatrasamarthyat.
kimbhfitah sGryah? §vetatapatrikrtam kirtiyuktam stutiyuktam vistarayuktam va mandalam yasya.
stotd §vetacchatrakaram mandalam stauti. mahasa tejasa jvalatiti mahojjvalah. ‘'kirtih
pratapayasasor vistare kardame 'pi ca' iti vi§vah. 'mahastiitsavatejasoh’, 'Smgarah Sucirujjvalal’ ity
amarah. 'jfidtrcandrisura budhah' iti ksirasvami.
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sentiment (§rrigararasa), the nature of the hero (dhiralalita), and the meter of the
verse (vams$astha). It bears repeating that Narayana's understanding of Naisadha
had become the most widely influential one among many reading communities
that followed him. In fact, the most popular types of commentary on the
Naisadha, as suggested earlier, distinguish themselves by "discovering" ever more
charming or hidden meanings, by introducing to the connoisseurs (sahrdaya) their
own enjoyment of the diverse experience of the poet's meanings. These
commentaries may also reflect a diversity of perspectives current at the time and
available to them. It may also be that the urge for more and complex meaning is
simply one of intellectual pleasure; the commentator loves language, loves his text,
and derives a special pleasure from the exercise of teasing out more and more
subtle meanings.

The most exhilarating example of this urge to recontextualize apparent
literal meanings in Naisadha into new semantic realms can be found in the
commentary of Sridhara. It is uncertain when Sridhara wrote but he appears to
have been after Narayana. His commentary on 1.1 truly exemplifies an exegetical
tradition intent on researching latent meaning rather than restoring some kind of
"correct" one. While Narayana's unearthing of the "hidden" meanings may appear
to be exhaustive, one can see an even greater effort to dig in the commentary of
Sridhara. Like Narayana, Sridhara begins his comment with the most obvious
subjects of the verse, Nala's stories and the learned ones' reception these stories:

(The verse beginning with) "Having drunk" (nipiyeti): The words "That
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Nala was" (sa nala asit) (indicate) a grammatical relationship of action and
doer because of the necessary and inseparable connection between the
relative pronoun "which/who" (yat) and the correlative " that one [he, she,
or it]" (taf). Thus the word "that [Nala]" (sa) points to the correlative word
"that" (tar) and the word "whose" (yasya) refers to the relative word
"which/that" (yat), occurring in "They regard (adriyante) the stories
(katha) of that protector of the earth (yasya ksitiraksinah) [=bhiapalasyal
in such a way (tatha) that they do not regard nectar (sudham
nadriyante), meaning that the learned ones (budhah) [=knowers who can
discriminate between the essential and the inessential (sarasaram
vijanantas)] also (api) singularly respect the story of Nala, thinking that
nectar confers to one the status of becoming divine but the story of Nala
bequeaths one permanent bliss. Praising the superiority of the story of
Nala, the learned do not even regard nectar in such (an exalted) way. >

Similar to Narayana, though not in as overt a manner, Sridhara finds the verse to
suggest that listening to Nala's stories "bequeaths one permanent bliss." While
consistent intratextually (saying that gods who are already divine do not seek the
immortality that nectar brings but rather the freedom from samsara that hearing
Nala's stories brings), this connection might also reflect an extratextual association
of the Nala story with the extraordinary efficacy to purify worldly existence, a
notion discussed above in light of Narayana's reading and below in light of
religious readings of the poem:

An objection may be raised here about whether they do not then think

much of the many stories of kings spread throughout the Purana literature

like drops of nectar. With respect to (this notion's) being logically

consistent or fallacious, what can one say? Its significance rests in its
being a qualifying statement. What it qualifies is the following. Beginning

3% nipiyeti sa nala asid iti kriyakarakayojana yattador nityasambandhat

sa iti tac cabdena nirdistam yac chabdena paramrsati. yasyeti yasya ksitiraksino bhiipalasya katham
adriyante tatha sudham nadriyante ity arthah sardsaram vijanantas te budha api sudha
amaratvadayini nalakathatvanandaghanatvadayiniti nalakatham eva ddara (??) tastuva(n)titi

nalakathadhikya kathanam budhas sudhdm api tatha nadriyante.
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with the word "white umbrella" (sitacchatritam), (Nala is described as one)
whose circle of fame (kirtimandalam) is a white umbrella
(sitacchatritam) [=acting as a white umbrella (i.e., the royal parasol)
(sitacchatravad acaran)), in such a way that he is a mass (rasih) [=a
repository of glorious valor (pratapanidhih)] of radiance (mahasam)
[=(tejasam)], such a one who greatly possesses the sentiment of love
(mahojvalah) [=(mahan ujvalah Srngaro yasya sa tatha)]. Or else, this
Nala was such that he was brilliant by virtue of numerous festivities
(mahojvalah) [=mahair utsavair ujvalah]. It is to be understood that
because of his lustrous purity and his lordship among the circle of kings in
all the directions, his fame behaved like a white umbrella -- a single parasol
that only Nala possessed and not anybody else. >’

Having allayed one objection to the fitness of Nala's stories as a noble theme,
Sridhara then explores other semantic possibilities that further emphasize Nala's
greatness. Rather than reading the learned ones (budhdh) as no longer respecting
nectar, i.e. immortality, so highly after hearing of Nala, he speculates that these
same "discriminating intellects" no longer regard the world, i.e. worldly life, as
any more special than Nala's stories:

Alternatively, we can speak of other meanings (to the ones already
provided): The Kings (ksitiraksinah) [=bhiapalah] who possess a
discriminating intellect (budah) [=(vivekinah)] having heard whose
stories (yasya kathan nipiya) do not in such a way regard even the earth
(vasudham api tatha nadriyante). Here the word vasudha can be derived
by (repositioning) the elided letter va (onto the word sudha), according to
the grammatical maxim of "dropping of a letter" (varnacyutinyaya). And it
has been stated in the Cudamani: "Let us worship that calm one who
sleeps on the snake Ananta in the middle of the ocean of milk, that lord
who holds the conch, the discus, the club, and the lotus." Here in this
verse, there is an elision of the word §ri (Laksmi) before the word patih

37 kila puranesu vitayamanam(r)ita[?] nrpakathd na bahumanyanta iti kimu vaktavyam sambhave
vyabhicare ca syad visesanam arthavad iti tad viesanam 3aha --

sitacchatritetyadi sitacchatritam sitacchatravad dcaran kirtimandalam yasya sa tatha mahasam
tejasam rasih pratdpanidhih mahojvalah mahan ujvalah $riigaro yasya sa tatha

yadva mabhair utsavair ujvalah evam bhiitas sa nalah asit. nalasyaivaikam sitatapatram nanyesam iti
kirtes svacchatvat sakaladikcakravale vartitatvac ca cchatravad dcaranad iti mantavyam
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(lord or husband). [It should read §ripatih (the husband of goddess Sri)].
Just as in this verse, (there is an elision of letters), so too is the case here,
so that having heard his (Nala's) story the kings who, though aware of the
virtues of (enjoying) the earth (vasudham), do not think highly of it and
willingly give up the protection of it. This readmg illuminates his (Nala s)
state of being a supreme man (mahapurisarva) **
Here, he employs first a very popular technique of appealing to the quasi-logical
maxim (nyaya) of supply or elimination of a phoneme (varnacyutinydya) in order
to explain a given linguistic usage. Thus the word "nectar" (sudha) is converted
into "earth" (vasudha) by the logic that the phoneme "va" must be supplied. As is
customary in the Sanskrit commentary, an example is cited from elsewhere to
demonstrate the phenomena; in this case, a reference to Lord Vispu manifests if
one supplies "of Laksmi" (§ri) to the lone word "husband" (pati) in the verse. The
implied logic of this act seems to be that the missing word should be there by
either linguistic or cultural logic. Maxims like this one raise interesting socio-
textual questions about how meaning is generated among the users of literary texts
in any given context. Here, Sridhara's aim seems to be to connect up Nala with the
two most famous men in the Indian tradition given the title of "supreme man"
(mahapurusa), warrior-kings who give up ruling to pursue spiritual pursuits, i.e.

the Buddha and Mahavira.

Not content to leave the meaning unshaken any further, Sridhara then

%8 yadva arthantarani briimah budha vivekinah ksitiraksino bhiipalah yasya kathan nipiya sudham
vasudham api tatha nadriyante atra vasudhasabdena varacyutinyayena vakaralopo drstavyah.
uktail ca clidamanau -- "anantasayanas§antah ksiraimbhonidhimadhyagah.
Safikhacakragadapadmadharipathir Gipasyatam." iti atra strivarpalopah stripatir iti padam tathatrapiti
asya katham $rutva rajanah bhuvo gunam janantd'pi vasudham avamatya svayam vasudhiraksitvam
tyajantityanenasya mahapurusatvam dyotitam.
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suggest that the word "sudha" (thus far "nectar" and "earth") be taken to mean
"lofty position" through a process of clever etymologizing. Under this scenario,
the genitive epithet of Nala as "the protector of the earth" (ksitiraksin) is converted
into a nominative referring to "mountains" or "elephants." These creatures are
conventionally regarded in Sanskrit poetry as "protectors" or "upholders" of the
earth:

Or else, "ksitiraksinah" (in the sense of) mountains or the celestial
elephants of the various directions who by holding up the earth (ksitim),
protect (raksanti) it. They (mountains and elephants) do not regard in
such a way (nadriyante tatha) their high posts (of holding up the earth)
(sudham) [lofty position (susthu dhanam=dharanam) because Nala bears
the earth without any effort (anayasena) while their own bearing of the
earth requires the most strenuous labor. By taking the word ksitiraksinah
(in this sense), it conveys that they (elephants and mountains) scorn (their
duty in comparison). The virtues (of Nala) are related here, beginning with
steadfastness and courage.369

Again, though reformulating the semantic codes to make new meanings, Sridhara's
larger purpose remains the same: to glorify Nala. Thus, here the virtues of
"steadfastness and courage," often associated with mountains and elephants
respectively, are applied to Nala. A similar association is now made between Nala
and Lord Siva by understanding "protectors of the earth" to refer to serpents
(nagah):

Or: (because) the word ksitiraksinah (upholding the earth) also refers to

snakes (nagah), from the application of the logical rule of being able to
connect the specific entity with the class, (the celestial serpent) Ananta (on

3 athava ksitin dharanena raksantiti ksitiraksinah kulaparvata diggajendra$ ca grhyante te'pi
sudham susthu dhanam dharanam tam api tatha nadriyante nalas tv andyasena bhuvam bibharti
parantu paramayasa ity atmano dharanam nindantityarthah anena Sauryadhairyadayo gunavarnitzh
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whom Visnu sleeps) can also be understood (as the subject) here. They
(snakes) do not highly regard milk (sudham). The Abhidhanaratna
dictionary defines sudha as meaning "nectar" or "milk." Upon hearing of
the nectar in his (Nala's) stories, they (the snakes) lose their desire to eat
and drink. By this we can also gather that since snakes form a component
part (am$atvam) [=(aﬁkuritarp)]) of Lord Siva (i§varah), their going
without food is dear to Lord Siva and demonstrates that they are
worshipping him >
There are several hermeneutic processes at work here. First is the rather strained
interpretation of "ksitiraksinah" as "snakes" by the logic that the individual
element (the great cosmic serpent Ananta who does, according to convention,
uphold the universe) necessarily indicates the broader class (jati). Second is the
appeal to the lexicons to derive the less-common meaning of "milk" instead of
"nectar" for the word "sudha." This then links the two realms of snakes and milk
since again, according to convention, snakes traditionally like milk (a fact
celebrated in such Hindu festivals as nag paficami, for example), which they now
eschew in favor of Nala's stories. Finally, and this is perhaps the most daring
semantic leap in the passage, Sridhara suggests the verse might actually be a
homage to Lord Siva, who wears snakes around his neck and is often worshipped
by the pouring of milk onto his symbolic essence (the §iva-lifiga). As the opening
verse of kavya is often tagged as a verse of homage (marngalacarana), Sridhara's

suggests it is appropriate that this meaning be available. Having introduced the

mangalacarana theme to the interpretation of the verse, Sridhara now aims to

370 ksitiraksi§abdena ananto vapi grhyante tallifigasamavayan ksitiraksino nagah te sudhdm ksiram

api tatha nadriyante. "piylsaksirayos sudha ity abhidhanaratnakosah"
asya katharasasravanat tesam aharecchapi na bhavatityanenasya 1§varamsatvam afikuritam nagam
i§varapriyaharec charahitas tam eve§varam sevanta iti prasiddheh
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connect up Nala with the Supreme Being in the universe (paramatman),
comparable to Vispu:

Or else, having drunk that protector of the earth's stories (yasya
ksitiraksinah kathan nipiya), the gods (budhah) [=vibudhah=devah} do not
regard even nectar in such a way [sudham api tatha nadriyante] Here
(again) the grammatical maxim of "dropping letters" (varnacyutinyaya)
(applies, in the prefixing of vi to budha to arrive at the meaning of "gods").
The gods also, upon hearing of that story, think: "What use is nectar?" and
abandon it. This is shown to be the case because of its possessing great
auspiciousness, among other things. He is the Supreme Self (mahojvalah)
[=shines in his own greatness (mahasi svamahimnijvalati) (jvalati =
prakasate), which describes the Supreme Self (paramatma)]. On what is
this notion founded? He is a mass (rasih) [=like a thousand suns
(kotisuryasankasah)] of radiance (mahasam) [=(tejasam)] because of his
possessing the radiance of the sun. As such, Nala was the Supreme Self,
his true nature unbreakable (acyutah) and comparable to Visnu, (an idea)
made clear on account of the utterance (describing him as) the lord of the
earth (prthivipatih), protectors of the earth (ksitiraksinah) qualified by his
earthly descents in the forms beginning with the fish, the tortoise, and the
boar. "Stories" (kathah) (thus refers to Lord Visnu's) stories of earthly
descents (avatarakathah). The rest (of the verse is to be understood) the
same (as above).371

This passage configures the gods (vibudhah through varnacyutinyaya) as the

subject of the hearing of Nala's story. Reflecting a very popular religious reading
of the text (to be taken up in detail below), Sridhara sees the particular epithets of
Nala (mahojvala and rasi) as indicating his association with the Supreme Self and

Visnu by extension. He then very astutely links Nala's stories with Visnu's

M athava yasya ksitiraksinah kathanipiya budhavibudhahdevah sudham api tatha nadriyante atra

varnacyutinyayah deva api yat katham akarnya sudhayapi kim iti tam avadhirayantityanenasya
mahabhagyatvadayo dar$itah mahasi svamahimnijvalati prakasata iti mahojvalah paramatma sa
kasmin pratisthitah mahasam tejasam rasih kotisGryasafikd$am ravitejomayatvit evambhiitas sa
paramatmani nalo 'bhiit abhafigurasvarGipasya tatvam yuktanam visnuh prthivipatir iti vacanac ca
siddham matsyaktirmavarahadyavataravi§esena ksitiraksino yasya kathdm avatarakatham iti anyat
samanam.
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"stories", i.e. avatara-s. He again returns to the clever etymology by offering up
yet another possibility of reading Nala as being synonymous with Siirya:

Or else: Nala refers to the Sun (mahojvalah) [=collection of luster
(mahasarasih)=the Sun (suryah)]. The name of Nala (can be
etymologically derived) in the sense of 'that which melts' (niliyate). He
was brilliant [(jvalati)=(bhasate)] with radiance (mahojvalah) because of
his having a million rays of light. [Quotation from Manusmrti 3.76]:
"From the sun, rain arises. From the rain arises food. From food living
beings are born." (The sense of ksitiraksinah here is of) a protector
(raksin) of the hosts of living beings (pranivrndah) [=inhabitants of the
earth (bhulokasthah)]. Just as in the expression "the podiums are yelling"
(maficah kro$anti), the implication is of people stand at the podium
(yelling). The idea is the same here (i.e. that the Sun protects beings, not
the earth on which they live). Taking the (derivation) offered in the Veda,
(where) "The Sun (adityah) is that orb (mandalam) . . ." here, the breaking
of the compound [kirtimandalam] is as follows: he whose orb (mandalam)
is duly famous (kirtiyuktam) because of its acting as a white parasol
(sitacchatravad acarat). Through this analogy with the Sun, an auspicious
meaning is related.””

In much the say way as seen above, Sridhara here cites a verse from the
Manusmrti and another logical maxim (nyaya) to argue for interpreting Nala as the
Sun. He returns to make more explicit Nala relationship with Siva:

Or else: Nala refers to Lord Siva (mahojvalah) [=the great Lord
(mahesah)], of his being a protector of the earth (jagadraksinah) because
of such acts as swallowing the Kalakuta poison, etc. The sense of the word
umbrella (chatram) has (already been) established; he by whom a mass of
fame (mandalam) [=(samuhah)] was made as an umbrella (chatritam
mandalikrtam) with a white color (sitena gunena).373

n yadva nalo nama mahasarasih stirya asit niliyata iti nalah mahobhis tejobhir jvalati bhasata iti

mahojvalah sahasrakiranatvat "adityaj jayate vrster annam tatah prajah” ity etad va raksiter
bhiilokasthasya pranivrndasya raksinah maficah krosantityukte yatha maficasthah purusalaksyante
tatha atra apiti. "adityo va esa etanmandalam (??)(anta)tapat(ir?)ity adind vedo vagiyamanad iti
sitacchatravad acarat kirtiyuktam mandalam yasyeti vigrahah anena stiryartipakacchalena
mafgaliko 'rtho'bhihitah.
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And then, the moon:

Or else: Nala refers to the Moon (mahojvalah), (where) he is the
embodiment of all love sentiments (Srngarasarvasvabhitah) [=(ujvalah)]
in the erotic play of lovers (kananam kridotsave) [=(mahe)]. It is thus
said by the great poet Kalidasa (in Raghuvamsa 1.12): "Dilipa was the
Moon among the 'moon' of kings in the ocean of milk." In a Durgatantra,
(a verse reads that) in all the utterances that speak of the essence of moon,
the manifestation of light is understood as the true form of splendor. He is
a mass (rasi) [=(nidhi)] of pure light (mahasam) [=(prakasanam)],
because of his all-encompassing lordliness. Because it is the fragments
(kalah) of the world-protector (ksitiraksinah) ["of the one who produces
joy in the world" (jagadanandakarasya)] that they desire to drink, the gods
in truth (tratha) [=(satyam)] reject (avadhirayati) even nectar (sudha).
The word "thus" (tarha) is here taken in the sense of "truly" (satya). Fame
(kirtih) is a circular orb (mandalam), acting as a white umbrella, for this
composition's nectarine love sentiment.*”*

Sridhara, in referring Nala to the moon, evokes another meaning of the epithet
"mahojvala," which in the most common sense would mean something like
"radiant (ujvala) on account of festivities." Here, the commentator adopts a
secondary sense of ujvala (found in many traditional lexicons) to mean either the
erotic sentiment (§riigara rasa) or the marks and dress associated with love-play.
Both of these meanings have association with the moon, which is often the

exemplary agent for stimulating the emotion of love in lovers (uddipana-vibhava

373 athava mahojvalo mahesah nalo nama maheso 'bhitt kalakfitagrahanadina jagadraksinah
chatra§abdat tatkarotityadinananta(?). nistha ---- sitena gunena chatritam mandalikrtam kirtinam
mandalam samuho yena.

374 athava mahe kantanam kridotsave ujvalah $mgarasarvasvabhitah candro laksyante nalo nama
candro 'bhiit yaduktam mahakavina kalidasena -- "dilipa iti rijendur induh ksiranidhasiva (??)" iti
"mahah praka$ah sadriipantejah sarvatmasfiktisu” iti durgatantre (?)'bhihitatvat mahasam
prakasanam sadriipasya va rasih nidhih tasya sakalena adhiSatvac ca ksitiraksino
jagadanandakarasya kala tatha vrttiripa tatpanecchaya devas sudham api tatha satyam avadhirayati
tatheti satyardhe sitacchatravad acarantiti kirtir eva mandalam evam asya §ingaramrtam yasya
prabandhasyébhimato 'bhihitah
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in rasa theoretical language). As before, Sridhara cites intertexts to explain his
logic; in this case, he cites not only Kalidasa but also (rather oddly) a text he calls
Durgatantra to relate the association of royal splendor, light, and the erotic with
the moon. Linking the gods with the moon seems to recall the sense that the moon
is actually made up of nectar or soma. The gods desire to, and actually do, drink
up on a cyclic basis this nectar, accounting for the waxing and waning of the
moon. There is also the connection of the moon as the "Lord of medicinal herbs"
(ausadhipati), responsible for protecting the forests and healing herbs.

Finally, acknowledging the text's potencies, Sridhara comments that there
are even more meanings to be found in the Naisadha. However, he will refrain
from any further interpretive jouissance on account of his respect for the reader's
limited energies:

Because of its suppleness like woven silk (ksomaksamatvad), many other

meanings are possible in this verse. But concerned about making the text

too weighty, they (these possible meanings) are not expressed. >
Summarizing Narayana and Sridhara's readings, we find nearly a dozen different
possibilities to read the verse. The receivers of Nala's stories are imagined to be
learned people, kings, gods, mountains, elephants, and snakes. His stories are
respectively compared to the end of worldly suffering, as valuable as the earth,
equivalent to immortality-granting nectar, and superior to lofty positions of power.

Nala himself is shown in the verse to be a great king, a great lover, the destroyer of

%5 asya kavyasya ksomaksamatvad atraiva §loke anye'pi bahavo 'rthas sambhavanti te
granthagauravabhayan na kathyante.
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Kali, the Supreme Soul, Visnu, Siva, the Sun, and the Moon. In a personal
interview, Naisadha scholar Trinath Sharma®™ -- who had studied the text as a
student in Varanasi -- related in a personal interview that another meaning often
ascribed by Naisadha readers to Nala is Rama (substituting the word nala with
nara), where the killing of Ravana qualifies his being the "protector of the earth."
Narayana also suggests this by relating Nala to Visnu in the commentary on the
verse and directly to Rama in his opening;:
One ought to perform a benediction in order to complete the desired
composition without obstacles and for the continuance of tradition.
(According to the poetics text "Light on Poetry" [Kavyaprak$asal), "the
opening (consists of) either a blessing, a homage (to a deity), or an
indication of the subject matter." The poet, known to be one who finds joy
in (composing) difficult texts, addresses his benediction with an embedded
mantra (sabija) in a veiled form of homage to his desired deity of Rama,
the lord of the Raghus. Others, however, say that the benediction is
characterized by the indication of the specific subject matter
(vi&i_s;avastunirde&a).377
Perhaps the most intriguing element of this passage -- Narayana's implication that
the poem is not so much a poem at all as it is an unfolding of a mantra (bija) -- is

one of the most understudied aspects of Naisadha's receptive history and will be

dealt with in more detail below.

576 His dissertation on the sociological information found in Naisadha is available in the archives of
Benaras Hindu University. See Bibliography.

377 cikirsitasya granthasya nirvighnasamapty artham $istacaraparipraptam 'asir namaskriya
vastunirde$o vapi tanmukham' (Kavyaprakasa 1.2) iti mafigaldcaranam kartavyam iti
granthakrcchriharsanama kavir gidam sabijaraghunathabhistadevatanamaskararfipam mafigalam
dcarati. anye tu 'vi§istavastunirde$alaksanam mafigalam' ity dhuh..
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Commentators such as Narayana and Sridhara often contextualize the
eiements of the verse in terms that are sensible to the reader but they rarely explain
in full detail the propriety of their reading in the overall context of the poem. They
seem to assume that the poet either intends all of these meanings simultaneously or
that the power of the poet’s words harbors all of these semantic potentialities. Of
course, the fact that this is the first verse of the poem makes it a bit easier for the
commentators to give so many meanings; after all, as a marigala verse, many
subjects may serve the purpose: Nala, Visnu, Rama, the Sun, snakes, mountains,
virtually any phenomena that bears divine power worthy of praise. This verse
does not really beg for explication in terms of its suggestive force, since it fulfills
one of the two requirements of first verse: create an aura of auspiciousness
(mangalacarana) or introduce the subject matter (vastunirdesa). It concerns the
commentators (and presumably the audience) very little that the meaning of the
verse remains underdetermined, only emerging when certain elements of the verse
(such as determining who the “protectors of the earth™) are emphasized over others
(such as whose “stories are more valuable than nectar”). It is left to the literary
theorists to debate what leads to the determination of meaning or if the

378

delimitation of meaning is even possible.””” Nevertheless, from the first verse

onwards, it appears that an absence of any semantic definitiveness leads an already

378 The theories of denotation (abhidha), implication (laksana), and suggestion (dhvani), for

example.
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voracious commentarial appetite for Naisadha to supply as many meanings as

linguistically and culturally possible.
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Esoteric Clues and Mystical Readings: Naisadha as Advaita and Tantrik
Allegory

While the above commentaries on 1.1 suggest scattered polysemic
tendencies popular among Naisadha readers (and among many other works of
Sanskrit literature), they do not clearly demonstrate the most salient feature of the
poem's receptive history as a numinous text of hidden meaning and source of
supernatural knowledge. According to this premise, then, the commentator's task
becomes to decipher the text's hidden matrix by reading for hidden clues and
coded language. This significant aspect of the text's literary history is suggested
by Narayana's prefatory comment about their being in Sriharsa's poem "an
embedded mantra (sabija) in a veiled form of homage to his desired deity of
Rama, the lord of the Raghus." 3 However, while Narayana reads a mantric
homage to Rama into the poem, others have seen it as not a poem at all but an
unfolding of the mystical knowledge conveyed in the Tantrik cintGmani mantra,

which the poet himself cites in the fourteenth canto, or as a narrative allegory of

*” Perhaps the most famous hermeneutic tradition of reading religious meanings into generally

literary texts is that of the Ramdyana. At various points in their translation, Robert and Sally

Goldman provide examples of such readings by the Sanskrit commentators. For example, they

explain in a note on Sundarakanda 36.28 that commentator Govindaraja reads the crow episode "as
a parable of the soul's flight to Rama as the ultimate source of salvation" (457). They cite a number
of instances where events and characters in the epic are translated into Srivaisnava parables. One

also sees such readings of the Mahabharata in Nilakantha's commentary.
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380 Again, one may ask: are these clues

Vedantic truths and practices (sadhana).
really hidden in the text or do they merely refilect a complex interaction between
text and reader whereby a reading (and its significance) is generated from the act
of reading itself? The rhetoric of most of these readers, of course, is that the clues
are actually hidden in the text and not a product of the social contexts in which
these readings are taking place. One sees then that the Naisadha is not blithely
referred to by these readers as "religious" or "mystical"; rather they claim to
perform a "close" reading of what is actually in the text to conclude that the poem
is really a statement of Advaita Vedanta or, by the Tantrik interpretation, the
unfoldi ng product of goddess Bhuvanesvari's grace.

Perhaps the most obvious reason to associate Naisadha with Advaita lies in

the fact that Sriharsa composed the "Sweet candies of philosophical argument"

%% There are numerous example of this kind of reading for “hidden meanings” in Sanskrit literature
and poetics. Krishnamachariar (pgs. 487 ) cites several important examples of commentaries that
expand on the foundational texts in ways that bring out its esoteric significance. He cites
commentaries on the Gitagovinda: "the sexual ideas, apparent in the verses, have received at the
hands of Indian commentators, an allegorical explanation of divine philosophy, as the longing and
union of the supreme and the individual souls." He also mentions Jfiidndnanda Kaladharasena's
commentary on Amarusataka, where the verses are dually explained "in the senses of love and
renunciation." Furthermore, he mentions Naisadha commentator Ananda Rijanaka's 'Nidar$ana'
commentary on the Kavyaprakasa, which deciphers its "inner meaning to refer to Siva." Then

there is mention of Somaprabhacarya who, according to Krishnamachariar, interpreted a single

verse in a hundred ways: to mean the twenty four Jain tirthafikara-s, Vedic deities, references to his
contemporary scholars and political figures, his teachers, and himself. Krishnamachariar also
refers to Raghavabhatta's famous reading of Sakuntala and Puirnasarasvati's 'Rasamafjari’

commentary on Bhavabhiiti's Malatimadhava.
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(Khandanakhandakhadya), a seminal philosophical statement defending Advaita
against challenges from Naiyayikas and Bauddhas. Radhakrishnan says the
following about the text:
It is the greatest work on Advaita dialectics. It is one long dissertation on
the vanity of philosophy, setting forth the inability of the human mind to
compass those exalted objects which its speculative ingenuity suggests as
worthy of its pursuit. . . he (Shriharsha) takes the reader through a long and
arduous process. . . to establish the simple truth that nothing can be
conclusively proved to be either true or false. Everything is doubtful
except universal consciousness. He. . . argues that the Nyaya is busy with
apparent existence and reality. The diversity of things is not ultimate,
while the Absolute is, though never known.*®'
The semantic fecundity and range of the Naisadha may indeed be tied up with
Sriharsa's advaita position: that the diversity of opinions possible in the poem
nevertheless reflects the One; that the poet (who is also construed as spiritual
adept) has intended to point the reader to Meaning that lies beyond the cognizable
semantics clothed in the narrative. This view is itself supported by the famous
verse of introducing Advaita in a critical moment of the story, where Damayanti
must choose the “correct” Nala (the Advaita view) when faced with the diversity
of gods (false philosophical positions).**? Denying the logical bases for true
knowledge, only an elusive, indefinable, and ultimately transcendent meaning is

available once one has exhausted the possibility and plausibility of all others.

Phyllis Granoff sees a very strong thematic connection between Sriharsa's two

38! Radhakrishnan 178

%2 Ne 13.36
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famous works, citing verse 6.51 where the illusory selves of Nala and Damayanti
embrace each other (discussed earlier in the context of Candupandita's Prabhakara-
mimamsa reading of it):

In verse 6.51, Damayanti reaches out to hold Nala. Unable to distinguish
his real form from his imagined aspects, she searches for him everywhere,
though he stands immediately before her. This is but a rephrasal of the
standard Vedanta description of man's search for his soul. Like the woman
who forgets the ornament around her neck and looks for it elsewhere, so
do people, unaware of the soul as their innermost reality, look for the truth
in distant places (kanthacamikaranyaya) . . . I suspect that if such a reading
of the Naisadhiya as an allegory of the devotee's union with the soul is
correct, then the allegory must go far deeper than these selected
examples.’®

Indeed, the allegory goes very far for Naisadha readers. A living receptive
tradition in Andhra Pradesh appears to have had a long engagement with this
aspect of the poem. For example, while recalling his early initiation into the
Naisadha tradition in the preface of his book The Elements of Darsanas of
Shriharsha's Naisadha, Dr. Jayaseetaram Sastry writes:

As a student, I had an opportunity to read the Sriigara Naisadha, a Telegu
translation of Snnatha My father used to say -- "Naisadha is full of
references to various Sastras. But Srinatha did not pay much attention to
those Sastric points; he has translated this Kavya mainly as a Srngara
Kavya.... When I was going through N.C. in search of various points
connected with different DarSanas, I found Vedanta DarSana was
maintained by the poet throughout the work as a prabandha dhvani and 1
started to struggle with the text to prove my thesis. I felt that I might get
some light thrown on the subject, if I met "Brahmarsi" Sri
Raghavanarayana Sastri Garu, an erudite scholar, reputed poet and a great
Tapasvin in the Andhra Pradesh. Encouraged by my parents, I went to Sri
Sastri Garu and requested him to clear my doubts regarding the subject and
show a path to proceed. Sri Sastri Garu had gracefully conceded to my

38 Granoff 254
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humble request saying -- "Ever since I was 19 years of age, I had a desire
to write a commentary on N.C. with Vedantic Interpretation. It remained a
desire only. When I mentioned it to your father, he said that he would
write "Uttaranaisadham." He also could not write. It is interesting that
you also should get similar idea, let us study Naisadham.”

Sastry's memoir of his guru's reading the poem as possessed of a unified and
coherent Vedantic core is also reflected by another student of Sri Raghavanarayana
Sastri Garu. Cited in the introduction of Jayaseetaram Sastry's book is the
recollection of a retired judge of the high court of Hyderabad, a man named
Gollaudi Venkata Rama Sastry. G.V.R. Sastry's account makes clear the tradition
of reading Vedanta and Tantra into Sanskrit kavya, especially the Naisadha:

My Guruji [Brahma Sri Tadepalli Raghava Narayana Sastry garu of
Chandolu village in Guntur District in Andhra Pradesh] is a Vedantin in
theory as well as practice. He adopts what he preaches. He is a true
Karmayogi always immersed in prayers to God and attaining Samadhi state
very often. In view of his multifarious scholarly achievements and
Vedantic approach he could dive deep into the latent meaning of many
kavyas and expound the inner meaning therein. One of the kavyas in
which he evinced such keen interest is Shriharsha's Naisadhiyacarita,
which is often described as naisadham vidvadaushadham. Even in his 19th
year he could bring out the real meaning of the said Kavya, its Vedantic
aspect and its close affinity with Srividya, on account of his profound
knowledge and practice of Sri Vidyopasana. Sree Harsha has himself
indicated that the real meaning and purpose of his Kavya is not patent but
latent and none should approach to arrive at it except through the assistance
of proper Master (guru) . . . This kavya deals indirectly (vyangya) with
words imparting Sahasrara in the beginning and at the end of the kavya.
Hence the real meaning is what the poet intended to imbed into it by using
words capable of different interpretations. My knowledge of Sanskrit is
very limited and the above gist of the kavya's vyangyartha is what I could
gather from what little I learned about it. Even this learning I feel proud of
a Mahakavi like Sree Harsha and am obliged to my Guruji for expounding

34 .
3 Sastry xvii
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its real meaning, its Vedantic aspect and its close inter-relationship with
Sree Vidya.385

This passage highlights the fundamental premises of this particular teacher's
reading of the Naisadha and directs our attention to the legacy of the Sanskrit
commentators in this respect. First is the importance of Vedanta in constructing
the interpretation of the poem's central themes and characters. Second is the close
connection with the tantrika tradition of S‘rividya.

Jayaseetarama Sastry's basic thesis, in paraphrasing the teachings of his
guru, focuses on imbuing the poem's characters and events with Vedantic
significance. Thus, the hamsa comes to represent the Supreme Being
(paramatman) in some places and the life-breaths (prana or jiva) in others; Nala
and Damayanti's apprehending the bird then comes to be allegorically rendered in
terms of the individual seeker's realizing Brahman. For example, in Nc 1.117,
where the hamsa first appears, commentators past and present have read esoteric
significance in Nala's initial apprehension of the hamsa:

Near a pleasant pool, which had appropriated some of the ocean's

loveliness, Nala awakened to the presence of a spectacular golden hamsa

bird stirring nearby, intent on (seekin§ out) the indistinct cooing of a
female hamsa desirous for love-play. 86

In this verse, Narayana comments that in seeing the golden hamsa, Nala is like a

yogi perceiving the Supreme Self (paramatman) described in the Upanisads.

%5 Sastry Ixiii-Ixvii

386 payodhilaksmimusi kelipalvale riramsuhamsikalanddasadaram /
sa tatra citram vicaratam antike hiranmayam hamsam abodhi naisadhah // 1.117
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Furthermore, the pleasant pool that the bird swims in is actually the body, while
the female hamsa is rendered as illusory energy (Sakti) of mdyd.387 Seshendra
Sharma, a contemporary author of a Tantrik commentary on Naisadha called "The

%8 asserts that the Sriharsa must have consciously

Golden Hamsa" (Svarnahamsa)
intended this meaning and cites the aorist usage of the root budh (abodhi) in the
sense of "seeing" as evidence.*® Literally, abodhi would have a sense of
"realizing" or "awakening to" rather than merely seeing with the eyes. Narayana,
Sastry, and Sharma continue their Vedantic reading in several other verses,
including two from the third sarga:

The eyes of Damayanti's friends abandoned their attention to various

objects and went to that one [the hamsa] of unutterable beauty, just as the

minds of vow-observing ascetics go to Brahman. (3.3)*°

Persevering to grab hold with a timid hand the hamsa stirring near her

body, she [Damayanti] froze, as does the mental fluctuation of a silent

sage. 3.4

Both of these verses demonstrate the poet's suggestive impulse. Sriharsa directly

connects the action of the narrative with a reference to Vedanta. It appears that

387 Atha ca vistaratvat samudratulye vinasitvat palvalatulye arire vicarantam hamsam
paramatmanam kascidyogi padyati. riramsur hamsi Saktih tasyah kalanade sadaram.
hiranmayatvam 'hiranmayah purusal' (Chandogya 6.6) iti Sruteh.

388 Originally in Telegu but available to me in a Hindi translation by Jagdish Sharma (Kalidas
Akademi, Ujjain). See Bibliography.

%9 Sheshendra Sharma 68

3%0 netrani vaidarbhasutasakhinam vimuktatattadvisayagrahani /

prapus tam ekam nirupakhyarfipam brahmeva cetamsi yatavratanam // 3.3

1 hamsam tanau sannihitam carantam muner manovrttir iva svikdyam /
grahitukamadarina $ayena yatnad asau niScalatam jagahe // 3.4
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Sastry picks up on commentator Narayana's analysis of 3.3, which makes explicit

that the words 'hamsa’', 'eka’ (the one), and 'nirupakhyariipa' (unutterable beauty)

refer to both the bird and to Brahman. Meher, in discussing this verse, elaborates:
In the present verse, the words 'hamsa.' 'eka’ and 'nirupakhyartipa’ are
applicable for both the swan and Brahman. But the nature of the twos must
not be identical. The sages devoted to yogic austerities and having
renounced terrestrial temptations, reach the close proximity of Brahman.
Though realization of Brahman cannot be seen through human eyes, yet it
is compared with the act of observing the swan from empirical point of

view. In Vedanta system, Brahman is known as indescribable Supreme
Self.*?

While, the connection between the bird and Brahman is introduced in 3.3, the next
verse (3.4) connects the relationship of Damayanti and the bird with that of the
spiritual seeker and Brahman respectively. Narayana provides the
correspondences through a couple of clever etymologies. First, he converts the
past participle sannihitam, usually understood as frozen form meaning "near" by
dividing it up into three components, as if it were a compound word. He takes the
first prefix sam to nominally mean "by the virtuous ones," (sadbhis) such as Manu,;
the prefix ni- to mean "fully" (nitaram); and the past passive participle Aitam in the
sense of "meditated upon" (dhyatam). Thus, Narayana offers a sense of yogi-s
fully meditating on the activities of mind that proliferate within or of the Brahman

393

which resides inside or near the body.”™ Alternatively, he understands the

compound as signifying that "for the virtuous ones" (sadbhyas), the exceedingly

%2 Meher 296

3% yatha muner yogino manaso vrttir vyaparah svikayam tanau carantam sadbhir manvadibhir
nitaram hitam dhyatam
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(nitaram) good thing (hitam) is that which is desired (istam), which for them is the
Supreme Self (paramatman); and it is that which they desire to understand.**
Candupandita offers virtually the same interpretation.395

The extent to which this kind of allegorical reading is taken in the
commentaries is extensive. In important ways, Sriharsa's conscious blending of
philosophical and real-world discourse with the imaginative universe of Sanskrit
poetry often erases any fundamental distinction between them, a feature
undoubtedly inspired by the Vedic and Vedantic notion of the oneness of all
creation. Commentators, many of them being monists themselves, seem to have
from very early on understood the interpretive possibilities of this approach. It
apparently became the most popular interpretation among some modern readers of
Naisadha. Thus, Sastry explains his guru's reading of the very first verse as
signifying Nala to be a sadhaka and a jrani who has not only realized the
paramatman but is himself the Supreme Self. Sastry explains that the names Nala
and Nara being synonymous, even the gods spurn nectar upon hearing Nala's
stories. He then explains the various terms in the first verse (1.1) according to
Vedanta:

If Nala were to be an ordinary ksatriya king this description is to be taken
as a mere super hyperbole. But this verse contains a special hidden

394 sadbhyo va tebhya eva nitaram hitam istam hamsam paramatmanam adarayuktena atiSayena
abhipriyena grahitukama sati niScalatdm prapnoti.

%% yatha manaso vrttir manovyaparah svakiyatanau $arire sannihitam anta$ carantam hamsam
atmanam adarayuktena aSayena antahkaranena grahitukama jfidtum icchur niScalatam dhyanaparata
jagahe.
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meaning. As per the etymological explanation, the word "ksiti" (ksiyate,
nadyatiti ksitih) means 'the body.' The protector of the body (ksitibhrt) is
the Atman only which has entered into it as the Jivatman. His story is the
compilation of the Vedanta (Upanisadic) sentences. Nectar may give
devatva (godhood) but amrtatva (salvation, permanent freedom from birth
and death) can be obtained only through the Upanisadic Vidya. If Nala is
identical with the Supreme Being, then only his story can be
sudhavadhirini, surpassing the Nectar.3%
In the tradition of the previously discussed Sanskrit commentaries on this first
verse, Sastry presents Sriharsa's words as a conscious attempt to infuse the poem
with Vedantic meaning. Whereas Narayana and Sridhara understood terms such
as ksitiraksin as the kings, Nagas, or as the destruction of Kali, the esoteric reading
of Sastry's guru sees it as the amman itself, i.e. the "protector (raksin) of the body
(ksiti). He goes on to present numerous other examples that reorient the figure of
Nala as the parabrahman. Similarly, Damayanti's father Bhima becomes a
"fierce" enemy of vice and an embodiment of renunciation, while the gods
represent the various schools of philosophy (darsana). Damayanti is, for Sastry,
the vidyasakti herself; for Sharma's Tantrik interpretation, she is the susumnanadi
that proceeds from miiladharacakra to the sahasraracakra in search of bliss
(ananda) and the Absolute (paramatman).”’ Even the events of the epic take on
deep Vedantic associations. Thus, the famous invisibility of Nala in the seventh

canto comes to be seen by Sastry as a representation of Nala's acquisition of the

tiraskarini vidya, one of the powers of an accomplished yogi.

396 Sastry xv

37 Sharma 74
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Damayanti, Sarasvati, Paficadas$i, and the Cintamani Mantra: the Discourse

of Naisadha as Religious Text

Perhaps the most interesting esoteric reading in the Naisadha hermeneutic
tradition revolves around the central female characters in the poem -- Damayanti
and Sarasvati -- and their association with the potent mantras of the Tantrik
érividy:‘a tradition, the cintamani mantra or the paricadasi. These components of
the text's literary history loom large in the "religious readings" of Naisadha. At
this point, one may ask: do the early Sanskrit commentators imagine Naisadha as a
religious text? If so, in what ways have their efforts to show the text as such guide
later, more developed, formulations of the theme? The receptive history of
Naisadha proves that readings and interpretations are overtly or covertly
intertextual. Sriharsa himself often moves between any given narrative focus and
Vedantic or Tantrik doctrines. Commentators, at every turn, pick up on the clues.
As persevering readers closely following the text's arrangements, emphases, and
explicit markers, the commentators are rewarded for "deciphering" meaningful
clues. If they discover the embedded mantra, the logic seems to be, then perhaps
they can "unpack" its potency. In succeeding, they may truly become a sahrdaya

of the poet.
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The Sanskrit commentators' techniques resemble the reading strategies
made famous by literary theoreticians in the twentieth century.®® In searching for
the revelatory signs in the text, these commentators convert the hermeneutic code
of the text into more complex cultural codes, moving from superficial first
readings to more significantly productive second readings. This is accomplished
through identifying and reconfiguring the various semiotic matrices of the text in
order to transform a self-contained, mimetic reading into a more structured and
intellectually (or religiously) satisfying one that connects the elements of the
verses to broader cultural contexts. Among Naisadha commentators, we have
already seen this approach above with Narayana and Sridhara's reading of 1.1. In
the case of both of these commentators, however, it appears for the most part that
they are working independent of the explicit direction of the poet in formulating
their exegesis. For example, with the case of the so-called "religious readings" of
the poem, it is the poet's critical mention of the cintamani mantra that provokes
commentators. Unlike many of Sanskrit plays and poems that are given a clearly
extra-textual religious reading by commentators, the Naisadha explicitly begs a
religious reading. In fact, one may argue that a religious reading of Naisadha is
warranted by the internal features of the poem, that it is not “suggested” nor that it

is hidden.

%% I am specifically thinking about pioneering literary critics of semiotics such as Roland Barthes
and Michael Riffaterre.
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According to the final verse of the first canto of the Naisadha (1.145), the
poet himself claims that the poem is the result of his meditation on the “thought-
jewel” (cintamani ) mantra:

This (concludes) the first canto of the epic poem Naisadhiyacarita, lovely
on account of its literary presentation of the erotic rasa, it being the fruit of
meditation on the cintamani mantra.>

The word cintamani signifies, according to Apte, “a fabulous gem supposed to
yield to its possessor all desires, the philosopher’s stone.”*® The mantra
associated with this jewel is thought to be particularly sacred to Sarasvati and
connected with the Srividya tradition of Tantrik Hinduism, as well as to the female
bodhisattva Tara in Buddhist tantra. The Srividyﬁ regards as supremely
efficacious the complex fifteen-syllabled **' mantra (paficadasi) that represents the
transcendent form of goddess Lalita or Bhuvane§vari. Douglass Brooks describes
this tradition:
The §rividya's silent repetition (japa) in the context of internal
contemplative worship (upasana) of the $ricakra is the centerpiece of
§rividya practice. When the mantra is repeated as part of Sricakra worship,
the adept is assured both worldly prosperity (§ri) and the knowledge
(vidya) that effects liberation (rmoksa) . . . It is a series of individual seed-
syllables (bijaksara) grouped in three sections or "peaks" (kuta). Taken
individually, these seed syllables are understood as specific aspects of the

goddess, each with their own identities and associations. When grouped
together, these seeds manifest her complete subtle form (siksmariipa).**®

3% tac cintimanimantracintanaphale $rfigarabhafigya mahakavye caruni naisadhiyacarite sargo
‘yam adir gatah. 1.145
4% Apte 710

! Sometimes, the mantra is spoken of as having sixteen syllables, corresponding to the sixteen
digits of the moon. See Brooks 120.
2 Brooks 119
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Brooks cites Bhaskardya's interpretation of the §rividya mantra as "not mere
mundane speech (vaikhari) but a deeply secret (atirahasya), subtle manifestation
of the goddess."*” The verse in Sriharsa that commentators cite as revealing the
poet's own familiarity with the mantra comes in the famous words of goddess
Sarasvati herself in the eighty-eighth and eighty-ninth verses of the fourteenth
canto, appearing near the end of a lengthy blessing she confers to the now-united
Nala and Damayanti. Although the verse can be translated differently, according
to the perspective from which one chooses to divide and understand the words, one
basic meaning describes Lord Siva and, according to Narayana (along with several
other commentators, including Mallinatha) it explains the mantra as aum (3%) hrim
(&) aum (3):
Remember (smara) and repeatedly chant (japa), O King (narapate), that
hidden (antar) mantra of mine. This mantra has no form (nirakara),
represents the form of the Lord (bhagavan) called Siva (haramaya), the
pure (amala) and moon-endowed (sendu), who is Whole (sakala) but two-
fold (dvidha) on account of being joined (ghatanat) by two aspects
(ubhayakara). Let this (mantra) prove successful (sidhyatu) for you (te).**
According to Narayana, here the embedded mantra hrim contains in itself Siva’s

name hara minus the vowels. The moon refers to the moon on Siva's head as well

as the anusvara in the mantra.*® Here, the commentator provides several ways

9 Brooks 119

1 avamavamardhe sakalam ubhayakaraghatanad dvidhabhiitam riipam bhagavad abhidheyam
bhavati yat / tad antarmantram me smaraharamayam sendum amalam nirdkaram $a$vaj japa
narapate sidhyatu sate // 14.88

405 hakararephayor uccaranartham yad akaradvyam tadrahitam 'hra” iti
vyafijanamatrahakararephamayam ityarthah. tatha sendum i ca indu$ ca tabhyam saha vartamanam.
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to understand the components of the verse. For example, the word
smaraharamayam, rendered above as "Remember (smara) . . . Siva (haramaya),"
is broken up differently by Narayana. First, he offers that Sarasvati's own true
form (svariipa) is mentioned in the epithet, whereby her form is desire (smara)
itself, not apprehended either in thought or action; that is to say, as smara, it is the
reality of worldly desire while as hara, it is Siva. This form bestows in the pure
heart worldly and otherworldly happiness (bhuktimuktidayi). And so, let this
mantra prove successful to you as it is my grace (prasada), i.e. may you realize it
in the state of deep absorptive meditation (samadhidasayam saksad bhavatu). Or,
Narayana contends, the epithet refers to Siva and Sakti. Since women are
foremost in terms of desire (strinam kamapradhanatvat), the first part of the word
(smara) refers to Sakti, and the latter to Siva. Thus, the commentator explains,
the imperative should be taken as "may the Lord satisfy your innermost being
(tavantah sidhyatu). Or, "may you remember (smara) Hara (Siva)."

Before revealing the hidden mantra in the verse, as he sees it, Narayana
then turns his attention to the word "Lord," rendered as bhagavat in the compound
form. The word bhagavat potentially signifies both the male and female aspect of
God, both bhagavati and bhagavan, Parvati and Parame$vara.’® It also could

refer to Ardhanari§vara, the form of the lord that is both male and female in form

ikdrena ardhacandrena ca yuktam. tatha -- sakalam kala anusvaras tat sahitam hrimkararGpam
ityarthah.

4% yadriipam $abdariipatvad bhagavati ca bhagavams ca bhagavantau parvatiparame$varav

abhidheyam yasya.
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(vadva bhagavacchabdavacyam ardhanari$§varam). Nardyana seems to prefer this
reading and proceeds to unpack the rest of the terms to elaborate the reference to
ArdhanariSvara. First he takes the compound avamavamardhe, which refers to the
"not-left" portion (avama) of God, i.e. the right side (daksina) of the body, which
also means "not a woman" (avama) and, therefore, masculine (purusa). Put
together, they are one complete form (sampiirnaikaripa). It is a form of Parvati
and Mahesa. Or, the avdama stands for either Visnu alone or for Laksmi and Visnu
(laksminarayanatmaka) if one renders a as Visnu, va as meaning "and" and ma in
the sense of Laksmi. By this semantic formula, the moon (sendu) refers to the left
eye (vama) of Visnu. Or, the words refer to a form half of which is Siva (the right
side) and half of which is Visnu (hariharatmaka). Finally, in summarizing his
views, Narayana and most other commentators who offer substantive notes on the
verse conclude that the verse speaks of the mantra dedicated to the Goddess of the
Earth (jaganmatr), visualized in a mysterious bi-gendered form. Thus, the formula
yielding hrim,*" according to Narayana, is flanked by two forms of aum
(pranavadvayasamputika), which together embody the syllabic form of goddess
Bhuvanes$vari. Narayana cites an agama as evidence of this mantra's power to
accomplish all desired aims (sarvarthasadhaka).”® Narayana explains that there

may be other meanings associated with various gods -- such as Siva and Visnpu --

“7 has ca ra$ ca mas ca i§ ca tadréam hakararepham akarekarasamaharariipam yadyapikarah pascan
nirdistas tathapi makarat plirvam eva jfiatavyab.

%08 bhagavati bhuvaneévari abhidheya tasya tadréam iti va. "$ivantyo vahnisamyukto
brahmadvitayam antara / turiyasvarasitimsurekhatarasamanvitah // esa cintamanir nima mantrah
sarvarthasadhakah / jaganmaétuh sarasvatyah rahasyam paramam matam //" iti gamat.
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hidden in this verse but for fear of prolixity, he will desist from further

elaboration.*®”

Before recounting the ways in which this particular discourse of the
cintamani mantra has been used as an explanation for the very production of the
Naisadhiyacarita -- both by later readers and the poet himself -- one may gather
from Handiqui's informative note the pervasive history of some form of this

mantra in significant Tantrik religious traditions in South Asia:

The cintamani mantra mentioned above is to be distinguished from various
other mantras of the same name. There is a Buddhist formula named
cintamaniratna mantra mentioned in Aryamafijusrimiilakalpa. The
sadhana or the ritual text laying down the worship of the white ekajata
form of the Buddhist goddess Tara describes a formula which is very
similar to the cintGmani mantra mentioned by Sriharsa. The formula is
hrim described as ekaksaro’yam mantrardjascintamanikalpah, and like the
cintamani formula of our poem, claims to make a man a great poet, scholar
and orator . . . The definition of the formula may be compared with that of
the cintamani mantra quoted above -- saptam asya caturtham
vahnisamyuktam ikarabheditam ardhendubindubhiisitam ittham japet.
Ahirbudhnyasamhita 23.96ff describes a cintamani formula which figures
in parficaratra ritual in connection with the sahasraramatrkacakra. The
Prapaficasara Tantra (chap. 28) also deals with a cintamani mantra, of
which the deity is the Ardhanari§vara form of éiva; but it is a
vasikaranamantra and has nothing to do with Sarasvati and the acquisition
of poetic power. [sanasivagurudevapaddhati, a comprehensive Saiva
work, describes in detail the ritual connected with another cintamani
formula, of which the deity is Maharudra. A Vaisnava formula called the
mantra-cintamani, sacred to Krsna, is explained in Padmapurana (in the
Patalakhanda), chap. 50. We may refer also to a cintamani hymn quoted
by Bhaskararaya in his commentary on Lalitasahasranama (verse 87).*'°

9 asmif §loke tikantarakrto bahlinam $aivavaisnavadi mantranam uddharo vijfieyah. atra
granthavistarabhiya kastakalpanaya ca noktah.

“1° Handiqui 580
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Handiqui's lengthy comment marks the wide reverence for some form of the
cintamani mantra in Saiva, Vaispava, Bauddha, and Sakta traditions. It also
suggests the diverse kinds of power it claims to harbor and yield to the devotee
who can visualize and realize the mantra through constant repetition. While
Handiqui merely alludes to the various religious traditions associated with the
cintdmani mantra, the practice of connecting up the mantra's power with such
goals as the "acquisition of poetic power" or the activation of the kundalini energy
for it to rise through the spiritual nerve centers (cakra) of the body becomes the
primary prism through which certain readers of the Naisadha interpret its verbal
and structural codes. Of course, the poem itself guides these readers to conduct
such readings. In verses 14.89 and 14.90, the Naisadha offers its own idea of what
kinds of results one may expect from realizing the mantra (mantraphala), again
presented in the words of Sarasvati herself:
The good man who fixes in his heart this cintGmani mantra of mine
becomes a lord of Speech by possessing speech that is moistened with the
nectar of every poetic flavor (rasa). Acting as the god of Love, he brings
under his control the doe-eyed damsels of heaven. With this (mantra),
whatever that man desires to come to fruition, that very thing he gets.
What more is there to say (about this mantra's power)?*!!
If one were to offer worship to me with things like sweet-smelling flowers
and perfumed incense, while I move about on the hamsa, and chant with

his mind fixed on me in the form of mantra, he would be my devotee. At
the end of the year he would realize that mantra and whoever's head he

! sarvafiginarasamrtastimitaya vaca sa vacaspatih sa svargiyamrgidr§am api vasikaraya marayate /
yasmai yah sprhayatyanena sa tad evapnoti kim bhilyasa yenayam hrdaye sthitah sukrtina
manmantracintdmanih // 14.89
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were to place his hand on, that person also could -- all of a sudden --
compose beautiful verses. A wonder to behold is this (power).412

If one recalls, the bhanita verse that ends the first canto (cited above) cites the
Naisadha itself as "being the fruit of meditation on the cintamani mantra."
According to verses 14.89 and 14.90 the secret mantra, if correctly and devotedly
recited for one full year, confers not only poetic genius but also grants control of
the physical world and ultimately the satisfaction of having all of one's desires
fulfilled.

Indeed, the words of Sarasvati seem to speak directly to the circumstances
that produced the Naisadhiya and, by extension, the poetic genius behind it. If one
were to accept the view that the bhanita verse at the end of the first canto (as well
as all other final verses at the end of every canto) are interpolated, then these two
verses from the fourteenth canto would perhaps be the only explicit signposts that
point to an extraordinary origin for the poem's existence. As it stands, the
intriguing possibility that these verses hold a sort of key to unlock the secret
meanings interwoven through every word, if not syllable, in the poem becomes a
serious interpretive outlook. Though no sustained esoteric reading is found among
the Sanskrit commentators of the text -- outside the few comments made by
Narayana and Sridhara discussed earlier -- one finds contemporary reading

communities attempting to imbue every element of the text with mystical

42 puspair abhyarcya gandhadibhir api subhagai$caruhamsena mam cen niryantim mantramfirtim
japati mayi matim nyasya mayyeva bhaktah / tat prapte vatsarante $irasi karam asau yasya kasyapi
dhatte so’pi §lokan akande racayati rucirdn kautukam dr§yam asyah // 14.90

239

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



significance, particularly as it relates to the Srividya tradition. Thus, for example,
while Nala is presented as a seeker of brahman or the parabrahman itself,
Damayanti is posited as Vidyasakti; when Sriharsa compares Damayanti to
Laksmi and likens her to the crescent moon resting on the head of Siva in verse
2.19, Sastry (representing the view of his guru's tradition) detects a direct reference
to the paficadasimantra, whereby the rather odd connection of the nayika
Damayanti with both devi Laksmi and the lunar digit on Siva's head becomes
clarified:
The paricadasimantra is in three parts (khanda): vahni, stirya, and soma.
By adding the mystic syllable (bijaksara) §rim as the fourth khanda, it is
called §rividya. This fourth khanda is known by the name "candra-kala
khanda." Yogins who worship the first three khandas in the miladhara,
andhata, and ajiiacakra respectively worship the fourth khanda in the
sahasrara. The puzzle contained in the above verse can be solved only by
taking the help of this tradition.**?
Finding in the text references to the §rividya mantra that details the kundalini
energy's movement through the six cakra-s in the body, Sastry and other
commentators who share his views*'* organize the interpretation of the entire
poem on this principle. They see the last canto of the poem -- Nala's lengthy
description of the rising and "setting" moon -- as especially significant. The

twenty-second canto opens with a statement that Nala -- longing to kiss his

beloved's red lips upon seeing the setting sun -- arrived (avaptavan) to the

4B Sastry xi-xii

414 geshendra Sharma's Svarnahamsi, cited earlier, also echoes this point of view.

240

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



"seventh floor" (saptamabhimibhaga) of the palace (saudha) to see Damayanti.415

Sastry sees special significance in the rather odd mention of the "seventh floor," in

addition to Sriharsa's pregnant choice of diction:

The description of the moon has connections with the candrakala khanda.
The bijaksara Srim is meditated upon in sahasrara. There are six cakras
beginning with mizladhara (muladhara, svadhisthana, manipiira, anahata,
viSuddha, and agjiia). Sahasrara [is] the seventh one. The twenty-second
canto [employs words such as] "avaptavan" . . . '[slaudha' [which] means
"the place of sudha, i.e., amrta. That is the saudha where lives Bhaimi.
That is on the seventh floor; which was reached by Nala. Examine how
significant is each of the words here. The phrase "bhaimidhara" means

literally "that which bears Bhaimi." How awkward this meaning is! In
such places, one is forced to go up to the suggested meaning.416

Although no available Sanskrit commentary seems to make much of any of these
marked words -- such as saudha for "palace," avaptavan for "arrived at" -- one
may observe the logic of connecting the particular usages with an esoteric reading
of the passage. Opening up otherwise straightforward passages to religious
readings is a peculiarity of Sriharsa's writing that one sees throughout the poem.
For example, in versel.117, which captures Nala's first sight of the hamsa,
Sriharsa uses an aorist form in an unusual sense:

Near a pleasant pool, which had appropriated some of the ocean's

loveliness, Nala awakened to the presence of a spectacular golden hamsa

bird stirring nearby, intent on (seeking out) the indistinct cooing of a
female hamsa desirous for love-play.*"’

a5 upasya samdhyam vidhimantim a$aragena kantadharacumbicetdh / avaptavan
saptamabhlimibhage bhaimidharam saudham asau dharendrah // 22.1

416 Sastry xx

a7 payodhilaksmimusi kelipalvale riramsuhamsikalanadasadaram / sa tatra citram vicarantam
antike hiranmayam hamsam abodhi naisadhah // Nc 1.117
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Seemingly wishing to convey the basic sense that Nala saw the hamsa stirring
nearby, Sriharsa uses the odd verb abodhi, which literally means "awakened to" or
"realized." Picking up on the notion that the hamsa really represents the
paramatman, one may easily surmise the kind of reading such a passage will invite

from certain commentators. Indeed, Seshendra Sharma points to this very example

418

in his analysis of the poem as an unfolding of the cintamani mantra.”~ One sees in

later adaptations of Sriharsa's poem interesting continuities and changes in the use
of words. For example, the influence of Sriharsa is seen in fourteenth century poet
Krspananda's telling of the Nala story in his Sanskrit poem Sahrdayananda. This
same scene of Nala's seeing the hamsa is rendered as follows:

Nala saw a golden hamsa bird sitting on the leaf of a lotus lovingly
offering newly sprouted lotus fibers to the mouth of his beloved.*"

Particular attention should be drawn to the final phrase in both texts. Sriharsa
writes hiranmayam hamsam abodhi naisadhah (Nala awakened to the golden
hamsa), whereas Krsnananda expresses the same ideas as hiranmayam hamsam
asau dadarsa (He saw the golden hamsa). It appears that Krspananda was
drawing from Sriharsa's phrasing (as it occurs in the same meter with the same
kind of resonance) with the clear exception of the verb employed: the perfect

dadar3a for the aorist abodhi. There are a couple of points worth making here.

“* Sharma 7
19 mukhe priyayah pranayanubandhid balam mrnalafikutam arpayantam / sarojinipatryanisannam
ekam hiranmayam hamsam asau dadar$a // 1.60
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First, recognizing that Krsnananda had composed a Sanskrit commentary on the
Naisadha -- which is unfortunately lost -- a preliminary reading of the
Sahrdayananda directs one to the sonic and semantic intersection of the
commentarial consciousness with the poetic consciousness; more precisely,
studying this poem affords us an opportunity to discuss the nexus of a parent text
(Naisadhiya), a commentary on the text (Krsnananda was a commentator of
Naisadha), the nature of intertextuality among diverse Sanskrit compositions, and
the creative scope available to a "regional" poet writing in Sanskrit. Second, and
more relevant to the purpose in this section, one sees the special kind of diction in
Sriharsa that marks it as "mystical" or "religious" or, at the least, welcoming to
esoteric readings. Thus, just as in Nc 1.117's use of abodhi, the use of th past
active participle avapravan in 22.1 seems a bit much for a pedestrian meaning of
"arrived at." Seeing this entire canto (and the poem) as the attaining of bliss in
Tantrik terms, this same tradition of reading Srividya implication into the poem
carries over into other passages in the text that trouble or disturb certain readers.
For example, the same Srividya interpretive tradition finds the famous
head-to-toe description (nakhasikhavarnana) of Damayanti's body as embodying
an embedded meaning of the princess as Vidyasakti in the form of kutatrayatmika,
"she who consists of the three peaks (kuta)." These three "peaks," connected with
the power of speech (vagbhavakiita), desire (madhyakuta or the kamarajakuta),
and power (§aktikuta) are mapped onto the three sectors of Damayanti's body:

from her hair to her chin; from the neck to downy line above her navel; and the
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rest of the lower body. Reading Nala's voyeurism in this way also has the effect of

eliminating the troubling impropriety (anaucitya) of the action described in the
seventh canto of the poem. About verse 7.96, where Nala notes that Bhrgu takes

refuge in her breasts, while Narada her face and Vyasa her thighs, Sastry thus

writes:

[D]oubts of mine was cleared after Sri Sastri Garu explained the hidden
meaning of verse 7.96. Here, Bhrgu is the seeker of ai$§varya, worshipping
the madhyakuta, Narada who is interested in praising paramatman,
worships vagbhavakuta. Vyasa, the seeker of jiiana worships Saktikuta.
He is the author of the Brahma Stitra and has brought out in it the essence
of the Upanisads. However great they may be, each one of them is
connected with one kuta only where as Vidya$akti is the combination of all
the three kutas. That is the reason why they are bewildered regarding her
complete form. Many upasakas are interested in ai§varya, some of them
are interested in learning (vak siddhi) and only a few of them are interested
in salvation. While changing the order of the three kutas, Sriharsa wanted

to suggest this point.*”
One notices in both of the above examples -- reading Sriharsa's text in light of the
paficadasi mantra -- that textual items marked by their oddness of image or
reference are seen as esoteric (gopya or rahasyabhiita are common citations) and,
therefore, almost invite the religious-minded reader to seek out deeper
significance. Ultimately, this approach finds its strongest support in the purported
words of the author himself. In verse 22.151, Sriharsa explains the special
qualities of the poem and its poet:

From the mountain rocks (or, from blockheaded speech of inferior poets) in

this direction and that Sarasvati (the river and Speech) flows. Let the
suggestive sounds rising and falling be compared with each other. It is

0 Sastry xii-xiii
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only the milky ocean of nectar that gives relief to the gods in the form of
nectar that gladdens and delights.**!

The implication here is that it is only Sriharsa's poem that is the milky ocean of
speech, nectar-like and giver of worldly and otherworldly bliss. Other poets'
speech, by contrast, trickles down like water from a mountain. The connection of
the poem as a fruit of deep meditation and as a result of divine grace is taken up in
another verse that follows this one at the end of the twenty-second canto. These
verses taken together have led to centuries of commentary and speculation about
the composer and composition of the Naisadhiyacarita.

Although the final four verses of the poem, serviﬁg as a sort of epilogue,
are not universally accepted by scholars as authentically Sriharsa's, nevertheless

they have become an important part of the tradition of the text.*? Just as 22.151

21 4i8i disi girigravanah svam vamantu sarasvatim tulayatu
mithastamapatasphuraddhvanidambaram /

sa paramparah ksirodanvan yadiyamudiyate mathituramrtam khedacchedi pramodanamodanam //
22.151

22 Two of these verses were cited earlier: "Even the most beautiful woman cannot captivate the
heart of an infant the way she can the heart of a young man. In that way, my words delight the
hearts of learned connoisseurs and become nectar. What of the disrespect that comes from insipid
individuals?"

[yathd yGinastadvatparamaramaniyapi ramani kumaranamantahkaranaharanam naiva kurute /
maduktiScedantarmadayati sudhibhiiya sudhiyah kimasyd nama syadarasapurusanadarabharaih //
Nc22.150]

and, "Here and there I have made an effort to lodge some knots in this text in order to frustrate the
proud reader. Let no scoundrel play here. Only a good man who has had these challenging textual

knots loosened by a properly reverenced teacher will be able to happily dive into the nectarine

waves of this poem."
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explains the uniqueness of the Naisadhiya, 22.153 provides information about the
special role of the historical poet in producing an extraordinary poem. In this
verse, Sriharsa explains how he received two paan, or betel-leaf rolls, (tambiila)
and a seat (asana) from the king of Kanyakubja as reward for his talents -- which
include writing sweet poetry and overwhelming the logical arguments of others
(probably a reference to his Khandanakhandakhadya). He also claims that he has
realized the supreme brahman (param brahma) that is an ocean of delight and,
therefore, his poem augments the delight of others.*” Narayana explicates the
poet's statement by clarifying that it was in meditation that the poet realized the
poem (or, more technically, while in the state of samadhi as understood by the
astangayoga). It was in this condition that he saw the otherwise inexpressible
supreme brahman, whose true form is supreme bliss. On account of the sweetness
of this experience, his poem provides the kind of sweet nectar availabie only to
knowers of brahman.** The historical information in this verse -- that the king of

Kanyakubja (modern Kanauj) honored him-- will be dealt with below.

[granthagranthir iha kvacitkvacidapi nyasi prayatnan maya prajiiamanyamani hathena pathiti
masmin khalah khelatu / §raddharaddhaguruslathikrtadrdhagranthih samasadayatv
etatkdvyarasormimajjanasukhavyasajjanam sajjanah / Nc 22.152]

3 tambiiladvayamasanam ca labhate yah kanyakubjesvaradyah saksatkurute samadhisu param
brahma pramodarnavam /

yatkdvyam madhuvarsi dharsitaparastarkesu yasyoktayah Sri§riharsakaveh krtih krtimude
tasyabhyudiyadiyam // 22.153

% vah samadhisu astafigayogesu dhyanesu va visaye pramodarnavam paramanandasvarlipam

param vagadyagocaram brahma saksat kurute. na param plirvoktagunavisisto brahmavideva kimtu
yadiyam kdvyam madhuvarsi atisarasatvad amrtavarsi.
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The significance, however, of conflating the temporal history of the poem
with its metaphysical nature is a common enough motif in Sanskrit literary history.
In fact, theorization on the subject of the extraordinary poet and poetic creation in
traditional Indian texts is not wholly lacking. For example, RajaSekhara, in his
Kavyamimamsa, introduces a topic that deals with the poet's skill as something
beyond natural talent. He calls it aupanisadikam. In the introduction to the
Kavyamimamsa, he mentions a power he calls upanisaccakti, which he defines as
a power drawn from some sort of initiation into a mantra or tantra (mantratantrady
upadesaprabhava Saktih). Sriharsa appears to be ideally suited to this paradigm.
After all, there is evidence internal and external to the Naisadha that points to his
relationship to supernatural powers. The external evidence is admittedly more
substantial. It is well accepted that Sriharsa composed the
Khandanakhandakhadya, the great work on Advaita; his pedigree as a first-class
philosopher, therefore, is well established. The natural question that seems to have
arisen among early readers wonders how a philosopher could have composed such
a rich literary masterpiece.

As indicated earlier, readings of literary texts as products of religious
experience or conducive to religious experience seem to have become popular
during the early part of the second millennium. Rather than simply observing
overtly religious content in the course of commenting on a given poem,
commentators seem to often read a religious significance into the overall structure

of the poem. Reading Sanskrit literary texts "religiously" has a well-developed
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history in South Asia. Frames for understanding aesthetic and emotional
experience in soteriological terms have been famously theorized within the
Sanskrit tradition most notably by the great tenth or eleventh century scholar
Abhinavagupta, who argues that the emotional experience one participates in
through viewing drama is homologous to the religious experience associated with
transcendence of self and world. His work, in turn, has become exceedingly
popular among modern scholars of traditional South Asian literature and religion.
Among many traditional reading communities, an emphasis on seeing the
experience of literature as modeling a kind of religious experience seems to have
become a popular way of reading literary texts during the early part of the second
millennium. Rather than simply observing overtly religious content in the course
of commenting on a given poem, the hermeneutic practice of reading religious
significance into the overall structure of superficiality non-religious art has been
actively pursued by generations of commentators on the great epics of pre-modern
India, as well as on important lyric poem (AmarusSataka and Gitagovinda, for
example), and celebrated dramas like the Abhijiianasakuntala and Malatimadhava.
Even texts on poetics like the well-known Kavyaprakasa have been read from a
"religious" point of view. Indeed, effacing literal meaning in favor of attributing a
religious integrity, or an "original" unity, to poetic texts has been in evidence since
the early commentaries on Vedic literature and a religious goal of all succeeding

hermeneutic traditions in South Asia.
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Unlike, however, texts such as the Mahabharata and Ramayana which, on
account of their being situated squarely in the religious traditions of South Asia,
have been read and revered for their esoteric content, some of the Naisadha's
critical discourse in this regard seems to simply serve as explanations for the
poem's (and the poet's) shadowy history. Even though the most recent of the
"great five" (paficamahdkavya), a firm understanding of the poem's origins and

mercurial spread throughout South Asia remains elusive.
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Conflating the Historical Poet with the Spiritual Adept: Naisadha
Commentary on Sriharsa

One well-documented aspect of the poem's literary history concerns the
time and place of Sriharsa and his compositions. Although a topic that seems to
inordinately dominate the discourse of the poem among contemporary scholarship,
it has deep precedent in the earliest strata of Sanskrit commentary on the poem, as
well as in popular semi-historical works that relate anecdotes of famous historical
figures.*”” The Sanskrit commentarial tradition yields a substantial nucleus of oral
and written historical, semi-historical, and legendary information about the
Naisadhiyacaritam's poet, text-transmission, aesthetic value, place of importance
among other works of Sanskrit literature, place of importance in the Sanskrit
academe, and influence on the artistic cultures of all regions of India. The forms
that this information takes are prasasti-s (verses of praise for author and text),
anecdotes (often anachronistic or unverifiable but revelatory of the traditional
Sanskrit mind's manner of reconstructing a hazy knowledge of the past), and
allusions to it in other texts and traditions (particularly the anthologies and semi-
historical prabhanda literature). Most of the information comes from the Sanskrit
commentators of the Naisadha itself, while the other information comes from

other named and anonymous Sanskrit sources.

425 Perhaps the Bho japrabandha, which contains a famous narrative about Kalidasa, and the
Prabandhako$a of Rajasekharasfiri, from which the account of Sriharsa is cited in this thesis, are

the most well known from this tradition of writing in South Asia.
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Perhaps unique among the literary traditions in Sanskrit, suggestive --
though, by no means, conclusive -- information about the Naisadha's author and
transmission is provided not only by later readers and critics but also by the poet
himself. Theories abound about the identity of this poet and the region from which
Sriharsa comes. The poet himself contributes to the speculation. For example, in
verse 22.153, seen above, he mentions that he received a reward from the king of
Kanauj. This reference has led some contemporary scholars of the Naisadha,
including M.B Emeneau, to conclude that Kanauj was Sriharsa's native place.**®
Other internal evidence from the poem suggests that perhaps Kashmir was
‘Sriharsa's home, especially the reference from the bhanita verse to the sixteenth
canto (16.131) mentioning the appreciation of the Naisadha by the scholars of
Kashmir.**’ Some have also found the name of Sriharsa's mother Mamalladevi,
whom he mentions at the end of every canto along with his father Srihira, as
sounding Kashmiri. The most compelling evidence that Sriharsa was Kashmiri,
however, lies in the anachronistic anecdote involving his supposed maternal uncle

428

-- the writer on poetics Mamatta.” Many point out that this association may

simply reflect a tradition that erudite poems in traditional India were often sent to

42 Thala 159

421 ya¢mirair mahite caturdasatayim vidyam vidadbhir mahakavye tadbhuvi naisadhiyavarite

sargo'gamat sodasah / 16.131

28 See pgs. 150 onwards, including footnotes 323 and 324.
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Kashmir to receive final critical approval. In fact, in the late fourteenth century*?
Prabandhakosa of Rajasekharasiri, this idea is given some currency, which will
become apparent below. Essentially, however, the text offers the most basic
information: the name of Sriharsa's parents, his authorship of the
Khandanakhandakhadya, the fact that he was an upasaka of the cintdmani mantra,
and that he was given a special award by the king of Kanauj and his poem
approved by the scholars of Kashmir. It needs to be reiterated that all of this
information comes in the bhanita verses at the end of each canto and the four
verses that comprise the epilogue to the poem, both of which are considered
interpolated by many.

Around these few textual details, a very complex hagiographical narrative
develops around the poet and the impetus behind the composition of the poem.
Perhaps the earliest comes from the thirteenth century commentator Candupandita:

Unable to bear (pitying) glances, the poet (Sriharsa) desired to compose the

impenetrable Khandanakhandakhadya as a response to (the philosopher)

Udayana, who had defeated his father (Srihira) during the course of logical

debate. He was reduced to having this single thought, overwhelmed by the

four goals of human life (purusartha). And this being so, upon first seeing
the Ganga in Varanasi, the land where ultimate freedom is won

(muktiksetra), he achieved a balance between action (karma) and duty

(dharma) and experienced the supreme brahman. By seeing in front of

him a treasure of golden coins resembling Meru mountain, he fulfilled the
aims of life.**

% Jani (86) gives the date of this text as 1384 C.E. The following passages are all excerpted from
the Prabhandhakosia , story11 entitled "Harsakaviprabandha."

“30 prathamam tavat kavir vijigisu kathayam svapitrparibhavukam udayanam atyamarsanataya

kataksayams tadgranthagranthin udgrathithayitum khandanam praripsu$ caturvidhapurusarthair
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Candu's text then goes on to say that he spent sixteen years satisfying the four aims
of life. For example, he made sensual pleasure his servant
(kinkarikrtakamapurusartha), spending time with young, beautiful women. In
satisfying the call of worldly life, he then composed a text on logic to cut to pieces
(khandas$ah khanditavan) the arguments of}his father's antagonist Udayana.431
However, as Candu goes on to relate, the difficulty of the text led him to write a
poem, infused with the erotic sentiment, that would please connoisseurs.*>

This early attempt to explain the history of the poem seems to underscore
the nature of historical consciousness among the commentators. It is rather
unlikely that Sriharsa's father and Udayana were actual contemporaries -- and
rivals at court -- but it is arguable that Sriharsa's defense of Advaita logic in his
Khandanakhandakhadya against the views expressed in the famous Naiyayika's
Laksanavali compels later readers to conflate their historical proximity.
Raja$ekharasiiri's account (translated below) corroborates the story with extensive
elaboration without mentioning Udayaya by name. Another interesting detail in

Candu's note here is the mention of Sriharsa's spiritual career in Varanasi. The

abhimanam anavadhiyamanam avadhirya manasam ekatdnatim anindya. tatha ca §rivarinasyam
muktiksetre'nubhiitaparabrahmasvartipe gafigddar§anadina dharmakarmamadhyamadhyasino
drstipurahsthitayatamerus$ikharasamasauvarnaniskarasidarSanena vasikrtarthapurusarthah krtarthah.

a1 soda$avarsabhiryauvanavatibhiraplirvalavanyasampattibhih

snanodvartanabho janddyupaciracaturdbhih pramadabhih paricaryamanataya
kifikarikrtakdmapurusarthah. evam caturbhirapi purusarthairanaksiptahrdayataya grantham
nirmaya tadgranthan khandayan yuktibhih khanda$ah khanditavan.

2 tatra ca karkasatarkodarkatvac chriigaradirasapradhananam aparitosam sambhavya
tadavarjandya rasapradhanam kavyam idam cakara.
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theory is that Sriharsa undertook spiritual practice to avenge his father's insult and
having done so, with the composition of a philosophical work, turned his attention
to satisfying an audience of literary connoisseurs with the Naisadha. Candu's urge
to historically situate the poet's versatility to compose both philosophy and poetry
equally well might have been a response to early readers’ astonishment that the
same author could have composed both works. The implication is picked up on
and developed further by commentator Gadadhara and prose anecdote writer

RajaSekharastiri. Gadadhara offers this account:

There was a king named Govidacandra in Varanasi, who was like Indra in
his capital city of Amaravati. There were many scholars in his court, all of
them decked with virtue. Among them all, Sriharsa was the most highly
decorated among the assembly. It is reported that he composed the
Khandakhandakhadya . . . When the occasion of Sriharsa's entering the
king's assembly occurred some of jealous scholars, who thought of
themselves as a forest of (juicy) mango trees when it came to literary
composition, sneered to each other every time, "Oh, the (dry) Sami tree of
logic has arrived; it's like the desert stands before us." One day, while
Sriharsa was present, he saw signs of an unbecoming and secretive
atmosphere and attempted to piece it together for himself. Someone close
to him related to him what some of the petty scholars were saying. In order
to silence these learned men, he announced his intention to compose a
mahakavya called Nalacarita, which would be like an ocean that cannot be
crossed with a simple boat, and directly offer it as a gift to the king. And
s0, being a distinguished scholar, the pleased king honored him with two
seats and corresponding betel-leaf rolls: one for his mastery of logic and
one for literature. He earned the name "poet-scholar" (kavipar_zc_lita).433

3 yaranasyam govindracandro nama raja babhiiva. yatha'stindro'maravatyam. tasya sabhayam
bahavah pandita babhtivuh. manditah sadgunaughena. tesu ca sarvesu §riharsah parsanmandanam.
yah kila krtavan khandanam . . . tam ca yathavasaramanusarantam nrpasamsadamapare matsarinah
prathamopagatah sahityarasalataruvanammanydh paraspard”syaviksapurahsaramupahasanti sma
prativasaram "samprapto'yam tarkaSamitarupurasannives$ah saksanmarureva de$a” iti. ekadatu
sahasopasthitena tena te lifigairullifigitah svamanusandhaya dhyayantah kimapi visadr§am gidam.
prstasca kascana tatsamipavarti svaptah "kimetesam dustadinamidrsavicestitam" iti. kathitam ca
tena tatsarvam tasmai yathavadanuptirvya. atha 'sau vidvanabhimanavan kilaitat kimapi
§riigararasadhama nalacaritandma samudravadanavyam mahakdvyam vinirmaya nyavedayat tasmai
nrpaya pratyaksadevaya. tataSca vidvanesa viSesavidusastasmat suprasannat tarkavedisv ekam
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According to Gadadhara, Sriharsa was the court poet of Govindacandra, from
whom he received not simply two paan but also two seats (@sana). Gadadhara
seems to collate Candu's mention of Varanasi with the poem's internal evidence
about the king of Kanauj, by explicitly citing Govindacandra, the grandfather of
Jayantacandra. Since he received the rewards from the "king of Kanyakubja," as
cited by the poet (or the interpolator) at the end of the twenty-second canto of
Naisadha, ériharsa must have been, by implication, the court poet of
Govindacandra. Following Candu, Gadadhara repeats the notion that Sriharsa
wrote the Naisadha to challenge the claim that he was merely a dry philosopher.
The two betel-leaf rolls then certify his status as master philosopher and poet.
Gadadhara also cites the significance of Sriharsa's spiritual practice:
In desiring to compose this poem, this poet's first (thought might have
been): "What hero-king existed in this world, who was brave and stoic and
yet emotionally sensitive and playfully reckless? I will make such a
personality the hero of my story, which will surpass even the taste of
nectar. Because he was thinking about this again and again for a long time
and devotedly practicing the cintamani mantra, it is said that an answer
flashed forth. And having (mentally) received the first verse beginning
with the word 'nipiya (Having drunk)', he composed the poem out loud.
The point of all this is to say that in doing so, the poet is saying: "I coronate

as the hero of this story a king named Nala, who in the Golden Age was
adorned with virtues upon virtues.***

sahityavedisvekamiti sabahumanaméasanadvayam labhate sma. tambuladvayam ca "kavipandita" iti
ca namantaram lebhe.

4 prathamatas casya kaveh kavyam idam nirméatum icchatah -- ko'atra jagati tathavidhah khalu
dhiralalitah ksitipatir abhlid yam aham iha jitasudharasakatham kathanayakam karomiti.
bhilyasciram cintayatah samyag up3sitasya cintamanimantrasya prasadadyah kila'rtho'ntah
prasphurat sa eva nipiyety adav adimasloke bahir upanibaddhah. yo'yam evam gunagunalafikrtah
krtayuge nalo nama ksitipatir asit tam aham iha kathadyam nayakapade'bhiseksyamiti catra
tatparyarthah. '
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Both Gadadhara and Candupandita recount the popular tradition of Sriharsa's
having attained supernatural aid to write the Naisadhiyacarita. Neither, however,
gives any further details.

Presumably having both Candupandita's and Gadadhara's account before
him, among others, RajaSekharasiiri provides a comprehensive narrative (called the
Harsakaviprabandha) that has. become the standard understanding of most
contemporary readers aware of the Naisadha tradition. He first expands on the
story told by Gadadhara. It may very well be that Gadadhara was actually
summarizing RajaSekharastri's account, with the very important difference that
whereas Gadadhara identifies Govindacandra as the king of Kanauj that patronized
Sriharsa, Rajasekharastiri explicitly names his son Jayantacandra as the official
patron of the poet. He also follows Candupandita's suggestion that Sriharsa
belonged to Varanasi, though he does not give Udayana's name as Srihira's rival:

Previously, there lived in Varanasi a king named Govindacandra, perfumed
by the young ladies of the harem. His son was Jayantacandra. Giving over
the kingdom to him, the father went into meditation and set out for the next
world . . . [In the court of Jayantacandra,] there were many scholars. There
was one scholar named Hira. His son was the learned Sriharsa. While still
a boy, Hira was defeated in debate by one of the king's scholars. He was
sunk in shame. At the time of his death, he addressed ériharsa: "T was
defeated in the presence of the king by a certain scholar. This is my
sorrow. If you are a good son, then you will defeat him at court. Sriharsa
spoke: "So be it." Hira died and Sriharsa gave over his familial duties to
his relatives and went abroad to study. In a short time, he became learned
in various sciences including: logic, poetics, music, mathematics,
astronomy, gemology, mantra, and grammar. For one full year on the
banks of the Gaiiga, he attentively meditated upon the cintamani mantra,
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which he had received through the grace of a special guru. The Goddess
Tripura manifested and granted a boon of unfailing command (adesatva)
[of speech]. Then he wandered around the royal conferences, making
abstruse allusions to subjects that no one could understand. Therefore,
even though highly learned, he was frustrated with being unintelligible to
other people. And so, he invoked the goddess of Speech again and
addressed her: "Mother, my immense learning has proved a curse. Make
my speech comprehensible. The Goddess addressed him: "In the middle of
the night, wet your head and drink yogurt. Then, go to sleep. On account
of the descending cough, may your intellect be slightly blunted. Just so, it
was. He became intelligible. He composed hundreds of texts, including
the Khandanakhandakhadya. Fulfilling his aims, he lived on the edge of
the city and met with the king and his father's rival.**®

The remedy recommended to "blunt" his intellect has become famous.”® As the

story continues in the Prabandhakosa, Stiharsa praises the king in a poetic way**’

%83 plirvasyam varanasyam puri govindacandro nama raja. antahpuriyauvanarasaparimalagrahi.
tatputro jayantacandrah. tasmai rajyam dattva pita yogam prapadya paralokam asadhayat . . . tasya
rajfio bahavo vidvamsah. tatraiko hiranama viprah. tasya nandanah prajiiacakravarti §riharsah.
so'dyapi balavasthah. sabhayam rajakiyenaikena panditena vadina hiro rajasam aksam jitva
mudritavadanah krtah. lajjapafike magnah. vairam babhara dhardlam. mrtyukale harsam sa
babhase. vatsa amukena panditendham dhatya rajadrstau jitah. tanme duhkham. yadi satputro'si
tada tam jayeh ksméapasadasi. $riharsenoktam om iti. hiro dyam gatah. $riharsas tu kutumbharam
dptadayadesv aropya videSam gatva vividhacaryaparsve'cirat
tarkalafikaragitaganitajyotisactiddmanimantravyakaranadih sarva vidydh sasphurdh prajagriha.
gafigatire sugurudattam cintdmanimantram varsam apramattah sadhayamasa. pratyaksa
tripura'bhiit. amoghadesatvadivaraptih. tadadi rajagosthisu bhramati. alaukikollekhasikharitam
jalpam karoti yam ko'pi na budhyate. tato'tividyaya'pi lokagocarabhiitaya khinnah punar bharatim
pratyaksikrtyabhanat. matah atiprajfia'pi dosaya me jatd. budhyamanavacanam mam kuru. tato
devyoktam. tarhi madhyaratre'mbhahkllinne §irasi dadhi piba. pascat svapihi. kaphams$avatargj
jadataleSam apnuhi. tathaiva krtam. bodhyavag asit. khandanadigranthan parahsatafi jagranthah.
krtakrtyibhilya kasim ayasit. nagaratate sthitah. jayantacandram ajijiiapat. aham adhityagato'smi.
raja'pi gunasnehalo hirajetrpanditena saha sacaturvarnyah puriparisaram asarata. $riharso
namaskrtah. tendpi yatharham ucitam lokaya krtam

438 I fact, another story cites the eating of beans as the means undertaken by Sriharsa to dull the
intellect. C.S. Sundaram, who has written on Sriharsa's relationship with the Tamil literary
tradition (see Bibliography), informed me of another account he had heard to explain the poet's
supernatural creative power. According to this tradition, Sriharsa's mother taught her infant son the
cintdmani mantra and then strangled herself while the child was reciting the mantra on her corpse.

Undoubtedly, this story reflects a Tantrik tradition that cites the meditation of a powerful mantra on
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and then challenges the rivals who accuse him of being a mere dry scholar with the

following verse:
Whether it be the delicate matter of literature or the difficult knots of logic,
with me the goddess of Speech plays the same. Whether it's a mattress
wrapped with soft coverings or a floor strewn with thorny bristles, if the
lover is agreeable, women enjoy the same either way.**®
This famous verse, cited often by traditional Sanskrit scholars, is often mistakenly
attributed to the Naisadhiya itself. It again reflects Sriharsa's own flair for the
dramatic image and sharp retort. In RajaSekharasiiri's account, the rival scholar
admits defeat while Sriharsa is honored with a title.

An account of Sriharsa's emergence as preeminent poet-philosopher
somewhat different from the one provided by Candu, Gadadhara, and
Rajasekharasiiri comes from section 2.10.1-2.11.2 of Vidyapati's fifteenth century
Puriasapariksa, a collection of fascinating vignettes and tales of famous figures
and events.* In this text, Sriharsa, though connected with Varanasi, is thought to

have originally been from the Gauda region: "There was a poet-scholar from the

Gauda (area). And he composed a poem called the Nalacarita, which he took to

a corpse as an efficacious way to realize the potency within the mantra. I am thankful to C.S.

Sundaram of the Kuppuswami Sastri Institute (Chennai) for this detail.

d govindanandanataya ca vapuhsriya ca ma'smin nrpe kuruta kdmadhiyam tarunyah / astrikaroti
jagatam vijaye smarah strir astrijanah punar anena vidhiyate stri //

3% sahitye sukumaravastuni drdhanyayagrahagranthile tarke va mayi samvidhatari samam lilayate
bharati / Sayya vastu mrduttaracchadavati darbhafikurair astrta bhiimir va hrdayamgamo yadi
patistulya ratiryositam//

439 Purusapariksa 34
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Varanasi to present to a conference of scholars."*  In Vidyapati's account of
Sriharsa's life (called here "The story of the learned man" [medhavi-kathal), the
story begins after the poet has already written the poem. Vidyapati imagines him
to have self doubts about the legitimacy of his creation:
[Composing] a poem that captivates on account of its poetic effects and
possession of rasa -- that alone confers fame on the poets; otherwise, it's a

laughing matter. Gold is tested in fire, a poem in the assembly of the
learned. What's a poet to do with his poem if the connoisseurs do not

approve? “l
Beset with this nagging concern, Sriharsa goes to Varanasi to have his poem tested
by the authorities there. In Varanasi, he apparently met upon a learned scholar-
renunciant named Koka who, Vidyapati informs, was "turned away from the
pleasures of the world and fixed in meditation constantly." Sriharsa, the account
goes on to say, followed Koka as he went to perform his ritual baths at the
Manikarpika ghat. While tracking the scholar, Sriharsa recites the Naisadha to
him. As day after day of this ritual passes with nary a comment from Koka,
Sriharsa's frustration mounts and he exclaims:

Sir, I've worked very hard on this ornate poem. I've come a long way to

have this poem examined by someone as great as you, my own

countryman. Ikeep reading this poem as you go on the road, hoping to

hear whether it sounds right or not to you. But you don't criticize it or
praise it. It seems you haven't even been listening.*?

4 babhiiva gaudavisaye $riharso nama kavipanditah. sa ca nalacaritabhidhinam kavyam krtva . . .
tatkdvyam dar$ayitum panditamandalimuddi§ya varanasim jagama. [Purusapariksa 2.10.3]

*“! rasavanmanasamgrahi gunalamkarasamyutam / kavinim ya$ase kavyam hasyayanyac ca jayate
/1 agnau pariksyate svarnam kdvyam sadasi tadvidi / kim kaves tena kdvyena sadbhir

yannanugamyate // [1.10.2-3]
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Koka, who interestingly is identified as a fellow countryman of Sriharsa's
(svadesiya), finally responds:
Oh, how could I have not listened? Irecognize the clarity of the poetic
conceits with the judicious use of word and meaning. I will only respond
in detail, however, once I have heard the whole thing. There was no other
reason for my not responding. I've not only heard the poem but I have
fixed it in my mind. If you don't believe me then listen.*?
He then goes on, according to the story, to recite all of what he had heard for the
past month (masamakarnitani padyani sarvani papatha). Sriharsa is delighted and
praises Koka for the power of his memory (thus the title of the piece, medhavi-
katha). Koka then points out the virtues (guna) and demerits (dosa) of Sriharsa's
poem and then sends him home (grham prasthapayamasa).

There are several features of this account that are intriguing. First is the
fact that the story is only peripherally about Sriharsa. It is stated to be about Koka,
who is the medhavin about whom the piece speaks. Yet, the "biographical" details
about Koka and Sriharsa are actually narrative expressions of some of the more
well known "facts" of the Naisadha tradition: that Sriharsa (as adduced from his

poem and early commentaries) spent time in Varanasi, sought spiritual help (or

holy men, as in this story), that he had a somewhat petulant swagger about him (as

2 tatra ca kokanamanam panditam §rivayamasa. .. . §riharsastu tamanugacchan pathati
pratyaham tad uttaram kimapi napnoti. ekada sriharsenoktam -- arya! mahakavye krtasramo'ham.
tatpariksartham tvamuddi$ya buddhya svadesiyavatsalyena ca mahato diiraddgato'smi. . . . .
bhavanna nindati na cabhinandati. tanmanye karnam eva narpayati iti.

443 yoka uvaca -- ahah katham aham karnam narpayami. kintu sampiirpam $rutva
$abdarthayoriihapohena sandarbhaguddhim jfiatva visesam vaksyami. anaya vasanaya na kimapi
vacmi. kAvyam tu maya karne krtam manasi dharitam ceti. yadi bhavan na pratyeti tada §motu.
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seen in the bhanita and epilogue verses in the poem), and that his poem was filled
with traditionally effective (guna) and ineffective (dosa) poetic usages. The quasi-
historiographical practices reflected in the Naisadha's receptive history serve to
remind us of the ways in which communal memories of outstanding literary
figures and their cultural production are constructed. These "reconstructions" of
history also draw attention to the ways in which a tradition performs literary
criticism or explains the social element in the history of ideas. For example, the
above account of Vidyapati's, as also Rajasekharasiiri's seemingly reflect the
particular discourses built around the Naisadha in terms of taste, propriety, and
aesthetic effect. These accounts probably represent a distillation of even older
opinions and have, in turn, been internalized by almost all later readers of
Naisadha trained in the traditional style. Furthermore, these quasi-historical
accounts aim to resolve what apparently were causes for anxiety at some point in
the history of the text. For instance, Sriharsa himself acknowledges at the end of
the sixteenth canto that the scholars of Kashmir approved of his poem. Yet, there
is another popular story, built on anachronism, that the Kashmiri poetics master
Mamatta was his maternal uncle and he disapproved of the fault-ridden poem.

To perhaps fill out the narrative, or to address the contradictory aspects of
the perceived history, RajaSekharasiiri provides an account of how the Naisadha
gained approval among the scholars of Kashmir, after first passing the judgment of

Sarasvati herself:

261

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



His anxiety alleviated, one day the poet was asked by the king, "Lord of
poets and speech, write some jewel of a composition." Thus emerged the
extraordinary poem Naisadha, full of rasa suggestive and profound. The
king saw it and responded: "This is a superior work. Go to Kashmir.
There, show it to the scholars. Hand it over to the goddess of Speech, who
herself lives there. If it's no good, she will throw the composition away; if
it is good, it will be put at the forefront and praised. Sriharsa accepted the
king's reward and set out for Kashmir. He placed the text in Sarasvati's
hand. She threw it far away.444

According to RajaSekharastri, the goddess explains her displeasure by citing verse
sixty-six from the eleventh canto of the Naisadha that offensively describes her as
a wife of Visnu (pavitritacaturbhujavambhaga vag). Sriharsa then cites an
obscure passage from the Purana literature that corroborates his allusion to assuage
her anger (tvam puranesvapi visnurpatniti pathyase). The goddess of Speech
accepts his explanation. However, when Sriharsa asks the scholars for the king's
audience, their jealousy manifests. They tell him that he must wait to see the king.
Stiharsa, therefore, spends months waiting at his own expense. He bides his time
near a well of a temple along a river chanting the rudramantra, again following a
tradition that links up the poet with the Tantrik tradition.**> While there, according
to the story, he witnesses a dispute between two housemaids about drawing water

from the well (jalaprathamapascadgrahanaghatabharanavisaye vade). The police

“4 niscintikrtyaikada muda nrpenoktah -- kavi§a vadindra kificit prabandharatnam kuru. tato
naisadham mah3kivyam baddham divyarasam mahagiidhavyafigyabharasaram. rijfie dar§itam.
rajiioce -- susthutamam idam. param ka$miram vraja. tatratyapanditebhyo dar§aya. bharatihaste
camuiica. bharati ca tatra pithe svayam saksad vasati. asatyam prabandham haste nyastam
avakaranikaram iva dire ksipati. satyam tu mirdhadhfinanaptirvam susthu ity Grikaroti. uparitah
puspani patanti. §riharso rajadattarthanispannavipulasamagrikah ka$miran agamat. sarasvatihaste
pustakam nyasthat. sarasvatya diire ksiptam tat.

“5 ekada nadyasannades$e kiipatatdsannatame devakule rudrajapam rahah karoti.
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come and cart both women away to the magistrate (rajakula). They eventually
learn of Sriharsa having witnessed the event and the king subpoenas him to court
also. Here interesting details emerge that later readers cite to demonstrate that
Sriharsa was not a Kashmiri:
I am a foreigner. Ihave no idea what language these two women were
speaking. Ionly remember the words. The king demands, "Speak to
them." Sequentially, Sriharsa relates the dialogue of the women. The
astonished king responds: "What genius! What a memory! ... Who are
you, crown jewel of learned men?*®
Sriharsa then tells him the whole story, recounts the indignities heaped on him by
the jealous scholars, and castigates them. Sriharsa himself utters the verse found at
the end of the twenty-second canto, cited earlier:
Even the most beautiful woman cannot captivate the heart of an infant the
way she can the heart of a young man. In that way, my words delight the

hearts of learned connoisseurs and become nectar. What of the disrespect
that comes from insipid individuals7*’

Thus shamed, the scholars now give Sriharsa his due. And so, the text becomes
available to the people (prasrtam naisadham loke). Having initiated the
dissemination of his own poem, Sriharsa returns to J ayantacandra's court at

Varanasi. There is another story told by RajaSekharasiiri in the

46 vaidesiko'ham. na vedmi kimapyete prakrtavadinyau briitah. kevalam tan §abdan vedmi.
rijiioktam -- brlihi. tatkramastham eva tadbhasitapratibhasita§atam abhihitam anena. raja
camatkrtah -- aho prajiid aho avadharana . . . kas tvam evam medhira§iromanih

“1 yatha ytinas tadvat paramaramaniyapi ramani kumarandmantahkaranaharapam naiva kurute /
madukti§cedantarmadayati sudhibhiiya sudhiyah kimasya nama syad arasapurusanadarabharaih //
Nc 22.150]
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Hariharaprabandha that recounts how the poem was then transmitted to Gujarat
by Sriharsa's descendant Harihara and copied down by a minister of Vastupélla.448
The above account demonstrates a process of traditional biography that
aims to clothe a narrative around some significant critical perspective. It is well
established that Sriharsa's poem exhibited a boldness (pragalbhya) that some
traditional lovers of poetry found objectionable. This perspective finds voice in
the anachronistic tale of Mamatta as Sriharsa's disapproving uncle. Similarly,
Rajasekharasiiri's story seems to counter this perspective and offer a counter-
narrative that explains how the poem was finally accepted by Kashmiri critics and
praised. It is interesting that a specific dosa in the text, in this case a perceived
violation of popular usage (aprasiddhadosa) by misrepresenting Sarasvati, serves
as the lightning rod to spark a discourse about the acceptance or rejection of the
poem on both aesthetic and moral grounds. The katha also draws our atteéntion to
the actual historicity of the Naisadha. RajaSekharasiiri, as many of the Naisadha's
commentators, are only a century or two removed from the poet.* Although the
contradictory details in all of their accounts suggest a unverifiable historicity,
nevertheless theories about the origin, composition, appreciation, transmission,
and dissemination of the poem become integrated into the overall discourse of the

text and, sometimes, it appears the tradition itself is unable or unwilling to

*® See Rajasekharasiiri's Hariharaprabandha (1.12), pg. 58-61.

449 Candupandita, for example, refers to the poem as a new composition (navyam kavyam) when he

comments on it.
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critically separate fact from fiction. The conflation of historical and textual details
with wishful notions related to their presence may not be so much on account of
commentators' genuine confusion about their existence. One may imagine the
creation of a composite account that ties in desirable historical details in a
culturally entertaining form as an eschewal of some kind of factual "integrity" of
individual author, text, or even history. Whatever contributes to a sensible,
wholesome, and generally desired outlook, the logic seems to go, should be
accepted and promoted as true.

Bringing the actual figure of Sriharsa into historical time in most of the
commentarial accounts seems to be a secondary consideration. Rajasekharsiiri,
having already provided details to explain the poet's skill and the text's popularity,
provides a coda to the traditional narrative by recounting the demise of the poet in
the same dramatic fashion applied to explaining his rise to greatness. Jani
provides a good summary of the passage:

While Sriharsa was away, Padmakara, the minister of the king went to

Anahillapura in Gujarat and brought from there a widow Padmini,

Sthadevi by name, with the permission of Kumarapala, for the king

Jayantacandra, who married her. This Sthadevi was very proud and asked

people to address her as Kalabharati on account of her proficiency in the

various arts. Sriharsa, on account of his learning, was also popular as

Narabharati. Being jealous of Sriharsa's achievements, she called him once

and asked him: "Who are you? The poet replied, 'I am kalasarvajfia." The

treacherous queen, thereupon, ordered the poet to prepare a pair of shoes
for her and to exhibit, thereby, his art. Her intention, in asking him thus,
was to satisfy her vanity. She knew the result both ways. If Sriharsa
denies, his ignorance will be exposed and he shall have to give up his title.

If, on the other hand, he accepts the proposal, he will be defiled by the

impurity attached to this act and will be degraded from his caste. But
Sriharsa, who was more than a match for her, consented and prepared, from
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birch-bark, a pair of shoes and put it on her feet, in a manner befitting a
cobbler. However, disgusted with such ill treatment, Sriharsa after having
informed the king about this sad and degrading event, took sannyasa and
passed the rest of his life on the banks of the Gaiiga.**
Ra3jaSekharastiri's detail about Sriharsa fading from Jayanta's court bears the stamp
of authentic historical detail. It is still unclear if Sriharsa can be traced to
Jayantacandra's reign in Kanauj. On the other hand, the humbling of a proud
Sriharsa by a shameless queen seems oddly contrived to fit the portrait of the poet.
Furthermore, spending his final days as a renunciant in Varanasi (presumably)
along the Gaiiga -- a place where his reputation as the author of the Khandana and
Naisadha continues to evoke the most cherished values of traditional Sanskrit
intellectual culture -- also seem to fit an archetype rather than imply historical

reality.*!

0 Jani 91

! Other Sanskrit poets, such as Jagannatha, are also believed to have spent their last moments in a

similar way.
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Concluding thoughts:

Rajasekharastiri's account of Sriharsa's life and work seems essentially to
be a patchwork of oral traditions current during his time combined with details
provided by Candupandita, Gadadhara, and perhaps other Sanskrit commentators
whose work is no longer extant. His reworking of stray details into a coherent
narrative becomes for later readers the definitive understanding of the poet and his
poem. In fact, many contemporary anthologies used in modern universities in
India often include information from the commentaries (and from such works as
the Prabandhakosa) as standard background information of the Naisadha and
Sriharsa. Not surprisingly, many serious readers who have studied the poem,
either traditionally or in the modern university setting, have internalized a uniform
narrative concerning the poem's history. This becomes clear when professors and
pandits alike are asked to relate their attitudes about the poem. The particular
details they give -- usually variously configured combinations of the information
provided in this thesis -- not only inform their own reading and comprehension
practices but reveal, in a very important way, the ways in which receieved
accounts dominate their overall impression of the poem. In other words, very
rarely do they speak about the Naisadha as an isolated, independent literary
phenomenon. Rather than simply a text, the Naisadha (as other seminal works of
literary, religous, or philosophical significance in South Asia) manifests as a
tradition primarily built on an edifice of reading and re-reading, an account of

accretion and transformation.
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While this dissertation has attempted to identify the various stitches that tie
together over time to form a coherent sense of some kind of Naisadha tradition, it
is very rare that such consciousness exists among most readers. In fact, given the
diversity of ideas held about the poem historically, one may even doubt if one can
speak of a singular Naisadha tradition, though it is taken as such by some
contemporary readers. Little awareness exists of the early Sanskrit commentaries
or the ways in which the poem interacted with the various regional cultures of
South Asia from the very beginning of its inception. Many do not realize the
pioneering or transitional significance that this poem (and others like it during the
turn of the second millennium) holds not only for the Sanskrit mahakavya tradition
but also for the introduction of new styles and themes suitable for literature in
South Asia. Innovations such as bhanita verses at the end of each canto that give
personal information about the poet have become commonplace but were first
introduced during this period, as far as I can tell, in poems like the Naisadha and
the Gitagovinda. The Naisadha also marks a watershed for the established
traditions that precede it and the monumental changes in the social, political,
linguistic, and broadly cultural makeup of South Asia that follow its appearance.

If one can trace the impact of the Naisadha (and other poems like it at
different points in time) on all of the regional language traditions and vice versa,
one would discover, I suspect, many fertile avenues for exploring the social and
aesthetic codes of cultural production in South Asia. This study has focused on the

cultures of reading practice that have made a textual tradition possible and
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available for communities of readers. The interplay of concern with those
elements that constitute the early receptive tradition of the poem has been the
center of attention here: the traditional reader's employment of tools of textual
scholarship to form a critical text; his fixation with the establishment or
reinforcement of aesthetic canons and inherited models; his guidance in forming
frames for interpretation to orient himself or to clarify for others his point of view;
his engagement with performing expert exegesis to prove competence or
excellence in institutional settings; his concém with tackling significant aporia in
the tradition, especially with unanswered questions about the text's author, its
emergence and transmission, and finally its critical appreciation. In doing so, the
commentators have (perhaps unwittingly) interposed themselves between text and
reader in a way that is fundamental to the reading experience. They have not only
preserved communal memories but have become integral parts of them; in turn,

they have also made it possible for others to become part of them.
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