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TEXT TO TRADITION 



INTRODUCTION 

C
OMPARED TO what we know about classic works with long recep­
tion histories from other parts of the world, we have a surprisingly 
shadowy understanding of what great literary works composed 

in South Asia meant to generations of audiences. In earlier "histories of 
literature," individual works were often presented as static texts with 
an intrinsic set of features and values that could be uncritically impli­
cated in a narrow or generalized history of a period, a region, or a genre. 
Accordingly, the emphasis in these works was almost always on the text 
itself (or, more commonly, groups of texts) and rarely ventured to address 
how an indigenous literary tradition received and experienced one of its 
key texts. As such, after more than a century of scholarship, even now we 
can only gather a vague idea of what kinds of reading communities-and 
reading practices-clustered around works of literature that continued to 
remain relevant for a culture over centuries. The case of Sanskrit poetry 
(kavya) and specifically a genre known as mahakavya (literally, a "long" 
or "great" poem) is emblematic of this poverty in our historical compre­
hension. Several Sanskrit mahakavya are widely understood as classics 
of South Asian literature, and while sophisticated studies of individual 
mahakavya have become available recently, no existing work has yet 
treated a single poem's literary history from the point of view of its audi­
ences.1 Considerable advances and important contributions to the under­
standing of the intellectual history of Sanskrit culture have been made 
in the past few decades-especially concerning rich traditions of poetics 
(alarzkarasastra) from the sixth through seventeenth centuries. However, 
outside of understanding literary culture through the universalizing 
rubrics of formalized poetics, more investigation into other aspects of the 
lives of texts is needed to fully explain a literary tradition's view of itself. 
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2 ~ INTRODUCTION 

Missing, for instance, are serious discussions about an individual 
Sanskrit poem's reading communities and their reading practices, a sense 
of what tied a particular work's readership together over centuries, and 
what the dynamics of difference between these audiences, separated by 
time and space, were. There is a complex relationship, as philosophers 
like Paul Ricoeur have argued, between "the world of the text" and "the 
world of the reader;' but the two have been conflated to such an extent in 
much of the early scholarship on Sanskrit literature that, even today, it is 
virtually impossible to think of individual works as having a complicated 
history mediated by various approaches to explain and interpret a text 
over time.2 Missing also is an acknowledgment of the complex, conflicted, 
and even contradictory effect that knowledge of a text's long history has 
on readers at varying points in history, including the present. Admittedly, 
linking individual texts, or even genres, with real communities of readers 
from premodern South Asia is a difficult task. This is especially the case 
for texts with long reception histories for which we have centuries-long 
gaps in tangible evidence to explain how individuals and certain social 
groups approached them or how they might have functioned within 
institutions dedicated to learning and teaching literature. Nevertheless, 
based on the evidence we do have, certain questions can and remain to be 
addressed. For example, outside of the alat'Ikarasastm, what are the differ­
ent types of readership a Sanskrit poem attracted across centuries? what 
were some of the diverse explanatory or interpretive practices readers 
brought to the text? What tied all of them together? 

Some of these questions first came up for me while encountering ref­
erences to a twelfth-century Sanskrit poem entitled the Nai?adhiyacnrita. 
Histories of Sanskrit literature consistently noted that the Nai?adhiyacarita 
(literally, the Deeds or Adventures of Nala, King of Ni$adha), or simply the 
Nai$adhiya,' was considered to be the "last" of the great poems of the clas­
sical Sanskrit tradition and that "to the purely native taste," it had been 
preferable to all other long Sanskrit poems, studied and praised more fre­
quently than even Kalidasa's works.4 But I also read contrary statements 
in other histories of Sanskrit literature: 

The Nai$adhiyacarita is the last masterpiece of industry and ingenuity but 

to class it with the masterpieces of Kalida sa, Bharavi, and even Magha is to 

betray an ignorance of the difference between poetry and its counterfeit. 

Srihaqa not only shares but emphasizes to an extreme degree the worst 

kind of artificialities of his tribe; and no sound-hearted, sound-minded 
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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 Sr!har~a's 

admirers, the poet's impossible and incessant affectations rise up in witness 

against such an attitude. [The] modern reader often perhaps lacks [the] 

equipment and aptitude [to appreciate the poem] and therefore finds little 

interest in a work that, for its cult of style, has always been so popular with 

scholars of a traditional type. 5 

I was confused by the stark gulf that these authors suggested: that the 
Nai~adhiya could once be considered, by some, as the finest poem in 
Sanskrit while others now would barely recommend, if not dismiss alto­
gether, the idea of picking it up. Some years of actually reading Sanskrit 
poetry, and not just secondary reviews of it, disabused me of trusting 
the opinions of literary scholars trained to write about it under the spell 
of nineteenth-century and early-twentieth-century aesthetic expec­
tations.6 I gathered that while centuries of premodern reading must 
have embraced feelings of identification with the poet, most colonial­
era scholarship on the Nai~adhfya-and on much of Sanskrit literature­
sought to separate itself from the premodern practices of Nai~adhfya 
commentary. Premodern audiences addressed the Nai~adhfya as part of a 
tradition of classic mahiikiivya, and, therefore, to write a commentary on 
the poem meant to try to become an ideal reader for a poem one clearly 
respected. Modern critics from the colonial period, by and large, ignored 
or underplayed the tradition in which the text was understood, received, 
and taught. At the same time, however, much of this literary-historical 
scholarship desired some form of connection with scholastic engage­
ments from the past and, thus, to maintain a relationship with a continu­
ous discourse of the Nai~adhfya. 

Recognition of this shift in scholarly attitude notwithstanding, the 
modern critiques of the Nai?adhfya also inspired a strong curiosity: What 
could the "native taste" have actually meant across time, and what did 
a "traditional type" of reader like about the Nai?adhfya that these later 
critics clearly despised? Could we recover forms of literary awareness 
and criticism about the poem that might have existed in the past, and 
might still-or no longer-exist in the present? Ultimately, this curiosity 
led me to investigate documents, agents, and social contexts that would 
otherwise have remained invisible to a project solely focused on the 
text itself. What began, therefore, as a modest exploration of one of the 
greatest works of South Asian poetry has now also become a book about 
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dozens of arguably less-important works, composed by dozens of men 
over hundreds of years. Rather than speak of a single literary work, there­
fore, 1 claim to write here about a singular tradition of a literary work: the 

Nai~adhiya tradition. 

A TRADITION OF A TEXT 

The word tradition, even when applied to literary texts, can be a protean 
designation, open to being shaped (or disfigured) to suit hosts of possible 
pasts, presents, and futures. Most simply, a literary tradition may refer 
to sets of textual and scholarly practices that grow up around a root or 
source text (miila-grantha in Sanskrit). Tradition, thus, explains an ongoing 
set of self-aware text-critical and aesthetic engagements with a powerful 
literary object that span centuries. These engagements include, but are 
not limited to, formal commentaries, narrative texts, encomia, pseude­
pigrapha/ translations, visual representations/ anonymous snatches 
of literary-critical discourse available from oral tradition, and modern 
forms of literary criticism. 

A well-known maxim in Sanskrit explains: "a commentator knows 
but not the poet" (vyakhyatajanati na tu kavi~t). Accordingly, the most 
important documents for my study are commentaries on the Nai~adhiya 
written in Sanskrit from the thirteenth to twentieth centuries. In addi­
tion to being different hermeneutic orientations to the poem, commen­
taries serve as storehouses for encomia (prasasti) to the Nai$adhiya and 
biographical information about the text, the author, and the reception 
history of the poem. Commentaries help us, among other things, to trace 
the poem's legibility through history. They present sites for competing 
aesthetics and draw out important contrasts between the creative and 
critical enterprises intrinsic to Sanskrit literary culture-the work of the 
poet (kavi) and the scholar (pat:J~ita). Tradition also frames sets of shared 
tastes and values that, over time, undergo subtle changes and even rever­
sals. Recognizing that certain literary texts can, in many situations, be 
encountered autonomous to any mediating influences, it seems that 
very many other works, by dint of their age and reputation, can never be 
approached through such a na'ive lens. Tradition, therefore, rather than 
fortifying the idea that literary works are received unmediated, trans-his­
torically, and are available to all people at all times in all contexts, actually 
helps us to move away from this fiction. 
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Finally, tradition serves as a label for the effect produced in readers 
when encountering and sustaining an older and influential work that 
brings with it centuries of readings, reading practices, and dramatic 
shifts in context of reading. In applying a concept like tradition to frame 
a diverse reception history for an 800-year-old poem like the Nai?adhlya, 
this book pays special attention to the critical concepts associated with 
reader-reception theories developed in the latter half of the twenti­
eth century. In particular, my understanding of a Nai?adhlya tradition 
encompasses seeing commentators, at different turns, as different types 
of readers and part of different types of reading communities. Thus, fol­
lowing one stream of reader-response theory, Text to Tradition delineates 
the reading practices of empirical readers and reading communities in 
specific historical situations in order to reconstruct the contributions of 
human agents in forming the Nai?adhlya tradition as it exists for us today.9 
I see the literary-historical agenda of my study as less guided by an urge 
to understand the Nai?adhlya as such and more focused on the critical 
engagements that explore its changing intelligibility from the point of 
view of different audiences at different periods. I plot, therefore, a selec­
tive trajectory that focuses on those moments when the Nai?adhlya tra­
dition turns to analyze its own history, as my primary concern is with 
the way readers of the poem throughout history imagine and write about 
their relationship with each other and with their predecessors. I have 
sought to articulate those changes, tracing the history of the tradition 
through some of its most important transitional moments. 

I am also sympathetic to other understandings of an "audience" as 
largely a critical fiction-an implied reader-and wish fruitfully to see 
the Nai?adhiya tradition as largely an effect the poem has had on readers 
throughout history. Here I interpret reader identifications with Srihar~a 
and the Nai?adhlya as largely an affinity to effects rather than objective 
entities. Thus, we may posit readers' response to a Srihar?a effect or to 
a Nai?adhiya effect rather than to an actual poet and poem. Each discur­
sive engagement with the poem sees it as something different. There are 
multiple Nai?adhlyas, in other words, conceived in different ways by com­
mentators-as-editors, commentators-as-interpreters, biographers and 
hagiographers, or by literary critics. The poem's discursive genres also 
develop independently of the poetic traditions of encomia, imitation, and 
oral verses speaking of rivalry between poems and generally produce a 
different kind of Nai?adhiya as the object of scholarship, evaluation, and 
commentary. The shifting and unpredictable nature I identify with the 



6 ~ INTRODUCTION 

Naisadhfya tradition at various historical moments also speaks to a notion 
th~t neither the text nor its empirical readers have an independent status 
but are rather mutually constituted/absorbed into an "interpretive com­
munity" that determines, at any given point, what the text iS.

10 

THE TEXT OF THE TRADITION 

The text at the heart of the tradition is an extraordinary one. The fol­
lowing chapters, where I explore and discuss the Nai~adhiya's unique aes­
thetic as a poem and what I am calling the Nai~adhiya tradition, will make 
clear what makes it so extraordinary. First, however, I briefly address the 
choice of this particular work over and above hundreds of other candi­
dates, especially when the reception histories of equally neglected works 
of more well-known poets like Kalidasa remain to be written. 

The Nai~adhiya emerged at an important moment in South Asian liter­
ary and intellectual history. It was produced at the eve of a new politi-
cal dispensation in northern India that would gradually but definitively 
realign the patronage networks of Sanskrit literary and intellectual pro­
duction. At a time when vernacular languages were boldly moving into 
the literary realm, the Nai~adhiya had an unprecedented role in catalyz­
ing change in various literary cultures of South Asia. The Nai~adhiya's 
awareness of regional languages is manifested, for example, in a twelfth­
century Sanskrit enriched by neologisms, a distinctive style and syntax, 
a turn toward the use of popular subgenres well represented in the liter­
ary cultures of the newly emergent languages, and the use of vernacular 
meters. New works on poetics dealing with topics of trope and rhetoric 
crop up during the time of Srihaqa to keep pace with the transforming 
aesthetics of kavya in Sanskrit and the regional languages. lt is the first, 
and in some cases the only, mahakavya translated into the early literary 
cultures of South Asia's regional languages. In addition to being a source 
text for Pahari painters during the eighteenth century and Kathakali dra­
matists since the seventeenth century, it has also been read as religious 
allegory by audiences since the sixteenth century. 

The poem is an emblem of a literary age in transition. The Nai~adhfya 
was both a distillation of past mahakavya practices and a model for future 
poets working in multiple South Asian languages. Less than a century 
after its composition, the legacy of the poem began to take shape through 
the emergence of Sanskrit commentaries and biographies of both the 
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poem and poet. By the fourteenth century, literary communities across 
the subcontinent came to see the Nai?adhiya as the fifth and final text in 
a canonical formulation known as the paficamahakavya, or "the five [clas­
sic] mahakavya;' which include the works ofKalidasa (fourth century cE?), 

Bharavi (sixth century), and Magha (seventh century). The Nai?adhiya 
both affirms inherited norms of the mahakavya tradition (from earlier 
poets like Kalidasa, Bharavi, and Magha) and also galvanizes new trends 
in Sanskrit and regional South Asian literatures. As we shall see, however, 
the energy it infused in the genre was not unanimously lauded among 
the critics historically. Its unstable position as a "great work," therefore, 
in the divergent evaluative matrices of Sanskrit literary communities has 
rendered the poem both a confirmation and a disruption of familiar pat­
terns in works that precede it. Finally, its relative lateness (the twelfth 
century), in relation to other established classics, makes the poem coeval 
with the unprecedented increase of secondary kavya-related documents 
in South Asia (formal commentaries, narrative accounts, translations, and 
adaptations), supplying its historical record with a richly detailed and 
textured archive-clearly the most extensive of any mahakavya we have. 
The diverse history of this important Sanskrit literary work's reception 
from the twelfth to twentieth centuries, therefore, effectively indexes the 
wider changes that characterize the literary landscape of South Asia in 
the second millennium. 

SRiHAR~A: THE POET AT THE HEAD OF THE TRADITION 

Playfully broken are the tusks of that mad elephant, 

that group of Ccirviikas who hold that 

only perception leads to true knowledge. 

The attack is executed by the hands of a lion, 

whose human form is Srihar$a. 

These actions of his are well known in the world.11 

Varadaraja Pary<,lita, commentator on the Kl!a~l(ianaklwr:u;lakhadya 

Srihar~a. in addition to being the single most remarkable poet of his age, is 
also among the most important philosophers working during this period. 
His philosophical masterpiece Khar:z~anakhal)~akhadya (Edible Pieces of 
Hostile Argument), what he calls a companion piece to the Nai?adhiya, rev­
olutionizes Indian philosophy and will be considered by later audiences 
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as a foundational text of a mature phase of Advaita Vedanta, an influen­
tial school propounding the nonduality (advaita) of Being. 12 One of the 
epilogue verses of the Nai$adhiya mentions that the king of Kanyakubja 
(Kanauj) honored Srihar~a. Throughout the first millennium CE, the kings 
ofKanauj supported the development of Sanskrit poetry and poetics, giv­
ing patronage to authors like Bal)abhatta, Bhavabhliti, Trivikramabhatta, 
and RajasekharaY Fixing Srihar~a's date and patronage in Kanauj, how­
ever, has vexed modern scholars as it had the earlier Sanskrit commen­
tators of the Nai$adhiya. The only certainty is that the poet-philosopher 
worked in the courts of one or more of the Gahac)avala kings of the twelfth 
century (Govindacandra, Vijayacandra, and Jayacandra)-somewhere 
between 1125 and 1180 CE. 11 Govindacandra (1114-1155 CE) was followed 
by his son Vijayacandra (1155-1170 CE), who, according to a standard 
historical narrative, presided over the beginning of Gahac)avala decline: 
the loss of the Delhi region to Turu~kas (Turks) and encroachment from 
the east by then-prince and soon-to-be Sena king Lak~mal)asena. 15 The 
Gaha<;lavala dynasty effectively ended with the death of Vijayacandra's 
son]ayacandra (1170-1193 CE) at the battle ofCandwar, where he was 
reportedly killed by Mu'izz ud-Din Ghuri's general Qutb ud-Din Aibak.16 

Historical records do not provide a definite indication of which 
Kanyakubja king patronized Srihar~a. The traditional Sanskrit com­
mentators of Nai$adhiya variously place Srihar~a at the courts of three 
of the Gahac)avala kings. The fifteenth-century Nai$adhiya commenta­
tor Gadadhara comments on a stray detail from the epilogue verse that 
mentions Srihar~a as honored by a king ofKanyakubja (kclnyakubjesvara). 
Gadadhara thus places Srihaqa in the court of Govindacandra, but with­
out any justification. In the final verse of the fifth canto of the Nai$adhiya 
(v. 138), Srihar~a mentions that he composed a praise poem honoring a 
certain king "Vijaya" in his Srivijayaprasasti; on this basis, several scholars 
have speculated that Govindacandra's son Vijayacandra was his patron. 
The Nai$adhiya's seventh canto (v. 110) mentions a lost work by Srihar~a 
in honor of an unnamed Bengali king (the Gau~iorvisaku/aprasasti); on 
this basis, seventeenth-century commentator Gopinatha writes in his 
Har$ahrdaya that Srihar~a was in the court of the Sena king Vijayasena 
(1097-1160 CE). References from later texts outside the commentarial 
tradition, such as Rajasekharasuri's Prabhandhakosa, place Srihar~a in 
]ayacandra's court. In light of the well-established notion that]ayacandra 
emphasized the "ideals of dharma symbolized by Vi~l)u and Rama," some 
also highlight as noteworthy to the argument of ]ayacandra as Srihar~a's 
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patron the hymn to the twelve forms of Vi~l)U found in the twenty-first 
canto of the Nai?adhlya. 17 G.R. Watve, in his history of Sanskrit literature 
in Marathi, suggests that Srihar~a wrote the Nai?adh!ya to commemorate 
the groom-choosing ceremony (svayar11vara) of jayacandra's daughter 
Sarpyogita (Sarpyukta). 18 I find it probable that the poet worked under the 
patronage of all, or at least two, of the GahaC;iavala kings but composed the 
Nai?adhlya at the court of jayacandra, the last of the GahaC;iavalas. 

THE NALA-DAMA YANTI STORY 

Karkotaka tire snake, 

tire king ~tupar~1a, and 

Nala and Damayantf: 

Singing their praise 

destroys Kali's eficct.''' 
The Maluibhiirata, The Forest Book 

The Nai?adh!ya focuses on the famous romance of Nala and Damayanti, 
a crucial episode in a larger story about the famous couple's union, 
exile, separation, and ultimate reunion. Srihaqa chooses only to focus 
on the couple's falling in love, marriage, and honeymoon. The entire 
story, known to generations of South Asian audiences, is narrated in the 
Mahc'ibhc!rata and Somadeva's eleventh-century Kathc!saritsc'igara (Ocean of 
Rivers of Stories). The narrative begins with Nala, king of Ni~adha, who, 
upon hearing of Damayanti's beauty and virtue, longs to be with her. As 
he pines for her in the palace garden, a golden hmyzsa (the Indian goose) 
alights nearby. Nala captures the bird but sets it free when it promises 
to fly to Damayanti's country (Vidarbha) in order to unite him with the 
princess. The harrsa reaches Damayanti and describes Nala to her in the 
most favorable terms. Instantly, she falls in love and feels the weight of 
being separated from him. Seeing her lovesick, Damayanti's father orga­
nizes a svayar11vara, a royal ceremony where Damayanti would choose her 
husband among eligible princes. 

Nala eagerly sets out to attend the ceremony. On his way, he encoun­
ters four Vedic divinities who preside over one of the four regions of the 
universe: Indra, king of the gods, presides over the East; Agni, god of fire, 
the North; Varul)a, god of waters, the West; and Yama, god of death, the 
South. To his surprise, each of these gods expresses a desire to marry 
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Damayanti, and, in a cruel twist of fate, they pressure Nala to be their 
go-between to convince her to marry one of them. Stunned at first, but 
careful to respect the gods' wishes, he smartly points out that it will be 
impossible for him to enter her secret quarters without arousing suspi­

cion from the guards. Indra cleverly counters this argument by offering 
to grant NaJa the power to become temporarily invisible when entering 
the palace. Dejected by the mission, but resolved to carry it out, Nala 
enters the palace invisibly and, as he stands in front of the princess as an 
anonymous messenger, diligently persuades her to marry one of the four 
gods. She adamantly refuses to entertain his multiple pleas and insists 
that she will either marry her beloved NaJa or take her own life. Satisfied 

that he tried his best to do what was asked of him, Nala proceeds to the 
svaympvara. The gods, recognizing Damayanti's stubborn refusal to marry 
any of them, now decide to come as Nata and assume his form as they take 
their place among the other suitors. Five Nalas now appear to Damayanti. 
Confused at first, she notices after a while that four of the five do not 
blink their eyes, nor do their flower garlands wilt. Also, their feet do not 

touch the ground. She realizes all of these to be signs that they are gods 
and chooses the real NaJa to be her husband. 

As the gods return unsatisfied, they encounter Dvapara and Kali, per­
sonifications of the previous and current degraded age (yuga). Both were 
late to Damayanti's ceremony and, angered that they could not win her, 
vow to bring the happy couple to misery. As Nala and Damayanti settle 
into their newly married life, Kali seizes an opportunity to take control 
of Nata's body, when the young king forgets to wash himself before per­
forming a ritual. Kali also enters into the mind of NaJa's brother Pu~kara 
and drives him to challenge Nala to a gambling contest. With the dice 
loaded against him and unable to resist the next roll, Nala loses his entire 
kingdom. Exiled and each wearing only a single piece of clothing, Nala 
and Damayanti wander in the wilderness. Adding to his woe, a bird flies 
off with Nata's clothes when he tries to trap it. After this point, the couple 

shares Damayanti's single piece of clothing. Nala pleads with Damayanti 
to go back to her father's home but she refuses. Desperate and possessed 
by Kali, Nala abandons her one night while she is sleeping, ripping off half 
of her dress to cover himself. As he enters deeper into the forest, he sees 
a snake trapped in a forest fire. He rescues the snake (named Karkotaka) 
and is, at once, bitten by it. The poisonous bite, Karkotaka tells him, will 

disfigure him and transform him into a dwarf so that he can remain hid­
den and enter the service of King ~tupan)a of Ayodhya. The benevolent 
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snake al~o gives Nala a special garment that will, at the right moment 
return rllm to his original form. When he arrives to Ayodhya, Nala find~ 
em~loyment in King I~tuparrya's stables and in the kitchen as a cook. 
Takmg on the name Bahuka, he also eventually becomes the king's most 
trusted advisor. Damayanti, meanwhile, after undergoing some harrow­
ing trials while searching for Nala, reaches the palace of the king of the 
Cedi country. Here she becomes a servant for the queen until an emissary 
from her father's kingdom recognizes her and arranges for her return to 
Vidarbha. 

Damayanti at once sends a search party to find Nala, realizing that her 
husband may be in disguise. When one of the messengers infers Bahuka 
might be Nala-based on his skills as a charioteer and cook-he poses a 
question to him that Damayanti had suggested might confirm his iden­
tity: "What kind of man abandons his wife in the middle of the night and 
takes half of her clothes?" Nala/Bahuka responds to the messenger: "The 
kind of man who tried to make his stubborn wife return to her father's 
house:' Calling for a public announcement that Nala can be presumed 
dead, but secretly suspecting that this Bahuka might be NaJa, Damayanti 
proposes that a second svayaiTlvara be announced. As it would be hastily 
put together, only those kings who could arrive the quickest would be 
able to attend. I~tuparrya desires to attend and asks his skilled charioteer 
Bahuka to take him to Vidarbha as quick! y as he can. During the journey, 
I~tuparrya teaches Bahuka the art of"counting" in the context of gambling 
(al~a-hrdaya). In return, Bahuka teaches I~tupan:w how to control horses. 
Once they arrive at Vidarbha, Damayanti asks Bahuka why a man would 
want to send his wife back to her father's house. He responds: "Because 
he has gambled away his kingdom and cannot fittingly support her." 
Damayanti immediately recognizes Bahuka to be none other than Nala. 
Thus recognized by his wife, Nala puts on the magic garment given to him 
by Karkotaka the snake and reverts to his human form. Thus reunited, 
the couple spends some time in B.tupan;a's kingdom before returning 
to the capital of Ni$adha to confront Pu$kara. Confident in his newly 
acquired skill as a gambler (staking even Damayanti in exchange for the 
entire kingdom), Nala wins the contest this time and regains his king­
dom. Magnanimously, however, instead of exiling his brother, he grants 
Pu$kara half of the kingdom. Nala and Damayantl resume their married 

life together. 
Explanations for the popularity of the Nala-Damayan_~i stor_Y have 

been numerous. A frequent reason cited is that Damayanti s choice of a 
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mortal husband, when divine ones were available, offers a powerful stat~­
ment about love intensely shared between humans. Linking the story s 
"humanness" with its underlying erotic intensity, Narayana Rao and 
shulman note that the numerous tellings of the Nala-Damayanti story 
speak to the "inventiveness of human modes of loving" and that "being 
human also presupposes anxiety about identity and integrity of the self 
in relation to others and to the field of metaphysical forces within which 
the human being must act."20 Another reason rests in the poem's appeal 
to audiences as a talisman of sorts to ward off the deleterious effects of 
the present world-age (ka!iyuga), regarded as hopelessly debased. This 
tradition perhaps owes its source to the second book of the Mahiibhiirata 
where we are told of the inherent power that lies in recounting Nala and 
Damayanti's story for eradicating the ill effects of the ka!iyuga and for 
providing solace in times ofhardship.21 This, in fact, was the putative pur­
pose of telling the story in the Mahiibhiirata in the first place: to console 
the exiled kingYudhi~thira, who, like Nala, loses everything in an ill-fated 
gambling match. Srihaqa himself alerts the reader to this tradition in the 
third verse of the poem, which rhetorically asks that as telling the Nala 
story purifies the kaliyuga, why wouldn't it also purify his own poetry, 
which is fully devoted to telling this story (Nai$acUtiya 1.3)? 

THE NAI~ADHIYA'S PLOT 

Glory to Nala, the jewel in the crown of all kings! 

To praise him makes everything auspicious. 

A collection of the pearls of Nala's fame, 

Srihar$a's elegant poem confers a special delight." 

Gopinatha Ratha, seventeenth-century commentator 

The number of texts directly inspired by Srihaqa's Nai$adhiyacarita makes 
his telling of the first part of the Nala story arguably the most influential of 
them all. It conforms to the custom of the Sanskrit mahakavya genre (dis­
cussed in the next chapter) to explore the mood and details of a portion of 
a story over and above the impulse to bring it to a hasty completion. The 
Nai$adhiya dwells only on a fragment of the Nala story-the happy scene 
that ends with the couple's marriage and honeymoon. The poet neverthe­
less makes references to the darker aspects of the larger story throughout 
his poem, lest the stakes involved in the narrative be forgotten. What the 
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Mahc!bharata presents in two hundred couplets, Srihar?a expands to some 
2,760 verses, spanning twenty-two cantos (sarga). The story in Srihar?a's 
poem begins with the premise that Prince Nala and Princess Damayanti 
have fallen in love without ever having met or without having seen each 
other face to face (except in paintings and in their dreams). Each experi­
ences a deeply felt longing for the other. Nala, elaborately described by 
the poet as the archetypal noble and learned king, wanders depressed in 
his palace garden while the lovelorn Damayanti curses the moon and all 
things that inspire desire in her. While in the palace garden, NaJa captures 
a magical talking bird (harrrsa). Thinking he will be killed, the harrrsa cries 
out to his own absent beloved in desperation, wondering how she and 
their children will survive without him. The bird's pity-inducing laments 
and its promise to act as special envoy to NaJa's beloved Damayanti lead 
the king to set it free. Thus liberated, the harrtsa flies to Kur;~inapura 
(Damayant!'s home) to bear Nala's message oflove. 

What follows are exquisite scenes of a courtly game of love, revealing 
in full display the poet's verbal skills (cantos two through four). Neither 
NaJa nor Damayanti want to reveal their love for each other completely, 
and so the harrtsa makes sure to play an even-handed go-between, extract­
ing coded confessions of love from both. Damayanti's father, meanwhile, 
senses his daughter's misery and sets up a groom-choosing ceremony 
(svayarrrvara) in order for her to find an appropriate husband. The major 
narrative complication follows (canto five): four Vedic gods (Indra, Agni, 
Varur;a, and Yama) hear about Damayanti from sage Narada, who explains 
that all the regents of the earth have neglected their wars in their obses­
sion for Damayanti's hand in marriage. So overtaken are they with her 
description that the heavenly beings decide that they also want to marry 
this mortal princess. In a cruel irony, they hire Nala to be their messen­
ger and go-between to convince the princess to choose one of them as 
a husband. A devastated Nala accepts this disheartening mission out of 
pious obligation to the gods. Because he cannot enter the women's living 
quarters, the gods grant him the power of invisibility so that he can enter 
incognito. 

An entire canto (six) is dedicated to NaJa's crossing seven different 
chambers of Damayanti's palace before finally reaching her; his pres­
ence is felt by the other women and ultimately by Damayanti herself 
even though no real contact has yet been made. He observes from a dis­
tance as the princess rejects a marriage proposal from Indra, who, dis­
trustful of NaJa, had already sent another envoy on his behalf prior to 

! ! 
I 
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Nala's arrival. Another canto (seven) is devoted to Nala's mental picture 
of Damayanti's body-from head to toe-allowing the poet to create an 
erotic intensity hidden in submerged metaphors connecting the prin­
cess's body with various other physical images and inventive abstrac­
tions. Finally, at the end of this canto and the beginning of the succeeding 
one, Nala reveals himself to Damayanti and her friends-simultaneously 
preserving his anonymity (he does not give his name to them) and fulfill­
ing his own obligations as messenger by arguing persuasively on behalf 
of the gods (cantos eight and nine). Despite Nala's lawyer-like argumen­
tation, Damayanti adamantly refuses any other suitor. When she is ready 
to break down completely in the desperate thought that she will never 
be united with Nala, the harrzsa reappears and guides Nala to reveal him­
self to her (canto nine). Upon processing the revelation, Damayanti falls 
silent and only secretly hints that Nala should come to her svayarr1vara. 
The next three cantos (ten, eleven, and twelve) are devoted to describ­
ing the various kings that attended the svayarrzvara in the ultimately vain 
hope of marrying Damayanti. These cantos describe why other human 
and divine suitors could not make it, how the ones that could attend were 
each received and communicated with each other, and how the goddess 
Sarasvati-Speech herself-comes to describe each of the gathered kings 
and lends Damayanti some aid in choosing the right man. Unfortunately, 
when she gets to Nala, the four Vedic gods have already transformed 
themselves to look like Nala, realizing that he is the only suitor Damayanti 
is interested in. As Sarasvati describes the "five Nalas" (paricana/iya) in a 
tour de force of double meaning (where each description of the multiple 
Nalas also reveals their underlying identity), Damayanti is literally at a 
loss for words, suffocated by language, when confronted by this conun­
drum-where Sarasvati's coded introductions serve only to highlight the 
guile and irony of the situation (canto thirteen). 

In a brilliant turn, Damayanti prays to the gods themselves for advice 
and grace. The four Vedic gods relent, bless her, and Damayanti places the 
garland around the real Nala's neck, sealing their betrothal (canto four­
teen). The next two cantos (fifteen and sixteen) describe the extended 
plan of the traditional Hindu wedding: the preparations of the bride and 
groom on the night before the ceremony, the groom's procession to the 
bride's home, the bride's entourage singing songs of love and marriage, 
the wedding day itself, the reception feast, and finally the return of the 
now-married couple to the husband's home. In an innovation from the 
Mahiibhiirata, the next canto (seventeen) is an interlude to the romance 
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narrative, with Kali (the representative of the "dark age" we currently 
live in) making an appearance. Apparently, Kali had intended to attend 
the svayar11vara himselfbut arrived late. Being told by the Vedic gods (who 
are returning to heaven) that he has missed his chance, Kali vengefully 
vows to separate the couple. Srihaqa uses this opportunity in the nar­
rative to stage a fascinating debate between Kali (a spokesman for athe­
ism and materialism) and the gods (defenders of traditional religion) on 
the finer points of ethics, morality, and the ultimate aims of human life. 
Eventually, Kali (and his friend Dvapara, symbolic of the second-to-worst 
age where social life is imbued with deceit at every level) leave the scene 
and proceed to the outskirts of NaJa's capital, where they will plot their 
scheme for years to separate the couple. Srihar~a leaves them here and 
proceeds in the next canto (canto eighteen) to describe "the first night" 
spent together by Nala and Damayanti after the wedding. The next and 
final four cantos describe the following morning, day, and evening. Poets 
come to awaken Nala, not realizing that he has already left to do his morn­
ing prayers (canto nineteen); when Nala returns, he shares some light 
moments of fun with his bride and her friend (canto twenty). Upon com­
pleting his political and military tasks as king by midday, he takes a bath 
and delivers a long hymn of praise to Lord Vi~ryu. After lunch, he spends 
the afternoon with Damayanti and her friends, who play games and sing 
songs in their honor. As evening approaches, Nala goes to the river for 
his twilight prayers (canto twenty-one). The poem ends with Nala and 
Damayanti together describing the moonrise (canto twenty-two). 

OUTLINE OF THE NAI~ADHfYA TRADITION 

In pinpointing the critical moments in the poem's history, Text to Tradition 
follows the logic of the Nai~adhfya tradition's primary sources. The chap­
ters of this book are loosely structured along both a chronology (of chang­
ing patterns of reception from the thirteenth to twentieth centuries) and 
along source types with their varying and often overlapping functions. As 
far as we can tell, the Nai~adhfya tradition begins in the late twelfth cen­
tury, and the first documents related to the poem are early commentaries 
from the mid-thirteenth century. These works essentially respond to the 
text as an object of awe in need of explication and analysis. Sometime 
in the late fourteenth century, the tradition turns to the Nai~adhfya as 
a technology for the examination and promotion of advanced literary 
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practice. Eventually, by the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, the w~rk is 
recognized as a classic worthy of imitation, translation, and veneratwn. 

Chapter 1 commences the study of the Nai$adhiya tradition by framd 
ing the Nai$adhiya within the broader fold of the mahakavya gen~e an 
exploring the poem's aesthetic, to give the reader an idea of why th1s par­
ticular poem deserved so much varied attention by so many generationsf 
of readers. The remaining chapters draw out the distinctive aspects ~ 
this attention. Chapters 2 to 5 discuss the wide-ranging nature ofsansknt 
commentaries on the Nai$adhiya and form the core of this book. chapter 
2 provides a historical account of commentarial production on the poem, 
dividing up eight centuries of engagement into three distinct phases: an 
early phase (thirteenth to fourteenth centuries), middle phase (fifteenth 
century), and late phase (post-sixteenth century) that roughly corred 
spond to the critical turning points in commentarial attitudes towar f 
the Nai$adhiya. Chapter 3 takes up the act of commentary-writing itsel 
and the ways in which commentators variously interpret the verses of 
the Nai$adhiya-and chapter 4 describes the editorial practices of com­
mentators and the impact of these practices in shaping the reception of 
the poem. Chapter 5 explores the commentarial influence on what I call 
"secondary waves" of reading, emphases on the poem's semantic polyva­

lence, and its openness to allegorical interpretation. 
Chapter 6 treats the fascinating legends available in commentaries a~d 

specialized narrative texts. These largely reflect on the poem's transmis­
sion history and the literary-critical reception it received at the hands of 
imagined audiences. The narratives also provide us a glimpse into pre­
modern forms of biography in South Asia, the ways in which authors and 
texts were imagined in narrative to address curiosities insufficiently sat­
isfied by facts gleaned from other types of sources. Chapter 7 positions 
the Nai$adhiya and its commentarial cultures within the changing literarY 
landscape of South Asia during the second millennium by exploring the 
regional-language translations of the poem.l conclude with a general dis­
cussion of how the Nai$ctdhiya was represented, in centuries of commen­
tary, through various carefully crafted encomia and pseudepigrapha th~t 
followed and bolstered its rise as a classic text. 1 also observe the ways 1l1 

which the poem has continued to function in the canons of Sanskrit lit­
erature in the twentieth century. 
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After adopting a superb pat/1, 

a path untrodden by other poets, 

and initiated by his own pioneering steps, 

the poet Srihar?a-the glorious Har?a­

strides about gloriously. 1 

Gadiidhara, fifteenth-century commentator 

THE MAHAKAVYA GENRE 

I F THERE is a canonical genre in Sanskrit from the early centuries of 
the first millennium CE to the early centuries of the second millen­
nium CE, it is the mahakavya. Important to critics and commentators 

from the seventh century CE onward, it became especially important 
after 1000 CE with the rise of the kiivya commentary, now the mechanism 
through which to preserve, control, and teach elegant language and to 
carry forward the values of Sanskrit culture. The mahakavya is, literally, 
a "long poem." Although sometimes termed a "court epic," it is mislead­
ing to conflate the mahiikiivya with the massive mytho-historical epics 
Mahiibharata and Riimiiyaf)a, from which the Sanskrit mahiikiivya usually 
draws its subject matter.2 Though the early history of the genre may be 
"lost in the mists of time,"3 the earliest extant examples of the genre date 
to the early centuries of the first millennium CE, when the great epics were 
perhaps still taking their final form as redacted texts. The first and only 
known poets from this period are Asvagho~a and Kalidasa. Asvagho~a is 
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, · (Life of the 
well known for two mahahivya compositions: the Buddnacanta _ . d- a 

. '1· l Kah as, 
Buddha) and the Saundarcinanda (Handsome Nanda). Smll dr y, . h f 

I (Th B1rt 0 
is known for two mahakavya works: the Kumarasamb wva e al 
Kumara) and the Raghnvamsa (The Lineage of Raghu), an archetypt a ' - - . ·n no ' 
specimen of the genre for later theorists. The mahakavya lS stl f rn 
very well understood genre of Indian literature. Differing markedly r~he 
explicitly religious or didactic poetry in early India, mahiikiivya from ly 
time of Kalidasa until the thirteenth century was the genre most clolse d 

. l'ticl an 
tied to the culture of the royal court, both in its emphasts on. P~ 1 . d \an· 
ethical themes and in its absorption with crafting a sophtstlcate r 

. Howeve, 
guage to correspond to the poet's refined aesthetic intent1ons. ets 
over the centuries, the mahiikavya has served as a literary form for po In 
composing in Sanskrit, Prakrit, and South Asia's regional languages. 

· usu­
fact, its range of themes and linguistic forms often exceeds what IS 

ally thought of as "courtly." d 
From between the early centuries of the first millennium CE ~'t 

the middle of the twentieth century, at \east 350 specimens of sans r~­
mahakavya survive, only a handful of which have been carefully std~ 
· d h h' f h f f K11i asa 1e . T e 1story o t e irst thousand years of the genre, rom ' 

S, -h . h lf h d' . t nhaseS· to n ar~a m t e twe t century, demonstrates two tstmc t' of 
Scholars often consider the poems of Asvaghosa and Kalidasa as part 

· · an 
a "golden age" of mahakavya. After ASvaghosa and Kalidasa, there 15 

apparent gap in the historical record of mahc1kavya that has not yet behent 
f l d dt a ul Y un erstood. Then, from the sixth century, three poems em~rge _ 
reveal significant transformations within the genre in terms of form, c~n) 
tent, and aesthetic: the sixth-century Kiratuljuniya (Arjuna and the Kira.ta 
ofBharavi; Bhatti's sixth- or seventh-century RCivat:JaVcldlw (The slaytnf 
of Ravat:ta), usually referred to as simply BhattikZivya (Bhatti's poem ' 

· · - -1 dha and the seventh-century work by Magha known as Sisnpa ava 
(The Slaying of Sisupala). Sanskrit audiences considered all three ~s 
classic works. From the eighth century until the time of Srihar~a, no tab e 
S k 't h-k- - vadha ans n ma a avya poems include Mentha's now-lost Hayagnva . 
( l . f - ' ' d tton S aymg 0 Hayagnva), Kumaradasa's ]iinakilwrana {The Ab uc . , 
of Sit~),_Ratnakara's Haravijaya (The Victory of tiara),\ Sivasvam1:,: 
Kapph:~wb~~udaya (The Exaltation of King Kapphil)a),; Padmagupt<a's 
Navasahasankacarita (The Adventures of King Navasahasanka), Bilhalf' d 
V'k - · k d · ) an 

1 ~ama:t ~ _evacanta (The Career of His Majesty Vikramanka , ' 
Mankha s Snkatfthacarita (The Feats of Srikantha). 
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Although the defining of mahakavya is part of the general discourse of 
literature, individual rnaflahivya actively participate in extending the pos­
sibilities of the genre, which, in turn, leads to a revision and refinement 
of poetics on the rnahakavya throughout the centuries. Each mahakavya, 
therefore, represents a poetic practice that consistently outpaces 
the theory, continually stimulating new literary-theoretical under­
standings. Thus, in the seventh century, Dai,lc;lin formulated a prelimi­
nary description of the mahakavya, very probably with either Kalidasa's 
Raghuvar.nsa or perhaps Bharavi's sixth-century Kiratarjuniya as his model 
poem. In the course of his wide discussion on poetry, he succinctly iden­
tified certain elements of the genre.6 For example, mahakavya begins 
with a verse that acts as either a benediction (c!sih), a tribute to a divinity 
(namas-kriya), or a reference to the subject of the poem (vastu-nirdesa); 
it delineates one or more of the Vedic aims of human life (puru$iirtha)­
religious duty (dharma), sensual pleasure (kama), social and economic 
success (artha), and ultimate freedom from human suffering (mok$a)­
and details the victorious ascent (abhyudaya) of a noble hero; it contains 
descriptions of cities and of nature, the variety of leisurely life at court, 
relationships, war, and so forth; it is subdivided into cantos (sarga) that 
are proportional, slowly descriptive in sonorous meter, and fluid in their 
transitions from one to the other, keeping the continuity of the larger nar­
rative in sight; finally, and most importantly, it is filled with and evokes in 
the audience different kinds of rasa, the essential emotional content that 
gives a work a distinctive aesthetic flavor/ 

Foremost is the rnahakavi's sensitivity to literary craft: attention to 
metrics and sound patterns (assonance, consonance, and alliteration) 
as well as the targeted use of trope to transform mundane details and 
experiences into meaningful and charming images. Almost equally sig­
nificant for the Sanskrit poet is the integration, within the narrative, of 
ethical reflections, didactic prescriptions, and references to learned and 
everyday bodies of knowledge. Coming at a mature point (some scholars 
regard it as the culminating moment) in the mahakavya genre's develop­
ment, the Nai$adhiya is a composite album of a classical Sanskrit poet's 
praxis. In this regard, Srihar~a displays a mastery that has been instantly 
recognizable to the cognoscenti (sahrdaya) of Sanskrit poetry. For this, 
he is praised as a fit successor to the earlier giants of the mahakavya 
genre. For example, the late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century 
editor of Bibliotheca Indica, Dr. E. Roer, echoes sentiments of acclaim for 
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the Nai;;adhiya that must have been common among the Sanskrit scholars 

of his day: 

With the structure or frame of the poem our delight is nearly unqualified. The 

language is highly elaborate, bearing the mirror's polish. It never becomes 

commonplace, and bears throughout a sustained tone of sprightliness and 

elevation. Although we find a continual play upon words for many verses 

together, yet not only is the sense not lost in a mere jingle of syllables, but the 

general effect is often much enhanced by the harmonious contrast of open 

and concealed meanings. The variety of meters are handled by the poet with 

admirable art and propriety; the subject sparkles under his tread, as gleams 

the ocean-track in a ship's wake, rich in imagery showered unceasi11gly from 

the poet's mind.• 

Roer softens the praise at the end of this passage, however: "To sum up, 
in structure, force and elegance of diction, in propriety and graceful 
ease of meter, in powerful description, and felicitous use of imagery the 
Nai;;adhiya ranks high and may enter the lists with any work of Sanskrit 
literature, but to fit it for a place among the poems of the first order, it 
wants incident, action, and dignity:' 

As readily as critical readers of mahakavya accept the canonical status 
of Srihaqa's poem, they also routinely highlight features that run counter 
to their conditioned expectations. Thus their analysis, refracted through 
the lens of an inherited poetics, implicitly identifies the Nai~adhiya's 
specific intervention in the history of Sanskrit literature and also fore­
shadows trends that will follow in many of South Asia's literary cul­
tures after the twelfth century. First, there is the matter of literary craft. 
Substantial portions of the Nai$adhiya present play with sounds, words, 
and images that deliberately violate or twist established norms, a radi­
cal form of catachresis that has struck many past and present readers as 
inordinately flippant or utterly outlandish. Thus, for example, G.C. Jhala 
calls the Nai?adhiya "the high-water mark of decadence which gives pri­
macy to artifice over inspiration in creative literature:'9 Indeed there is a 
lightheartedness that the Nai$adhiya lends to an otherwise serious liter­
ary genre that elicits a shock of wonder in some cases and of discomfort 
in others. Furthermore, by the twelfth century, while mahcikcivya audi­
ences came to expect their poet to exhibit learning and multiple bodies of 
knowledge, the sheer weight of erudition in the Nai$adhiya has also led to 
divergent responses: consternation in some readers, absolute delight in 
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others. Usually, modern audiences find the poem's erudition burdensome 
and distracting from the poetry, while premodern audiences view it more 
favorably. Another important feature of the Nai$adhiya that has aroused 
attention throughout the centuries is Srihar~a's claim of possessing what 
we could describe as a polymath subjectivity that is ultimately governed 
by a special spiritual insight. Like other Sanskrit mahakavis, he is equally 
at home with articulating the intellectual, emotional, and material worlds 
of both a rarified court society and of various non-elite societies in South 
Asia. What is novel with Srihar~a, however, is his claim that his powers as 
a poet are rooted in a special spiritual realization; accordingly, not only do 
many verses of the Nai?adhiya have incorporated within them principles 
of yogic practice, but also the poet sees his entire oeuvre as the product of 
a particular spiritual mastery. This, again, is a rare feature of mahakavya 
prior to the twelfth century but more common afterward. 

I begin the discussion of the Nai?adhiya's aesthetic, therefore, with a 
summary of ten distinct arguments for the Nai?adhiya's significance made 
by K.K. Handiqui, perhaps the most serious scholar of the poem from 
the early twentieth century and its first English-language translator (in 
the 1930s). Handiqui explains, first, that there is something particularly 
modern about Srihar~a's treatment of the character of Nala, who faces "a 
conflict of emotions, a clash of love and duty, rare in Sanskrit poetry, but 
which is not without its appeal to the imagination of the modern reader"; 
Handiqui is especially taken with Srihar~a's power to "handle tense 
moments of emotion and pathos." The learned translator is also taken 
with Srihar~a's ethical reflections that "glorify the individual conscience 
as the criterion of right and wrong." He notes that Srihar~a does not dwell 
much on describing nature, a preoccupation of other Sanskrit poets, 
but "limits himself to a few elaborate pictures of sunrise and the rising 
moon." Instead, Srihar~a's emphasis is clearly on the urban and urbane 
life of his characters, with their "animated dialogues, enlivened by wit 
and repartee." Reflecting on the poem's relationship to earlier mahakavya, 
Handiqui indulges in the critical rhetoric of his early-twentieth-century 
~olleagues in speaking of the Nai?adhiya as "peculiar to the age of decline 
ln which it was written." In other words, on one level, Srihar~a's poem 
holds the reader's interest precisely because it falls into a class of" deca­
dent" poetry, a degenerative successor to the golden age of Kalidasa. 
Nevertheless, "in spite of the abundance of artificial fancies and conceits, 
and the fondness for word-play and obscure learning," Handiqui urges 
for the rehabilitation of the Nai?adhiya's status in light of its "high level 
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of style;' which "has been for ages a rare intellectual treat to students i~ 
India:' He concludes, however, that the primary reason for the poem s 
interest lies in its role as a "repository of traditional learning" that is vital 

to the "study of the cultural history of medieval India." 10 

To Handiqui's assessment of the Nai~adhiya, l would add that what 
remains consistent in the Nai~adhiya is a virtuosity of language use and a 
masterful expression of thoughts and feelings partly inherited from ear­
lier poets, but digested and reformed in unprecedented ways. Noteworthy 
also is his ability to move between distinct registers: between eroticism 
and subdued conjugal domesticity; between bouts of snappy dialogue and 
extended meditations on the emotional lives of his characters; between 
reconfigurations of the usages of past mahakavya masters and subtle jibes 
at those very conventions. Srihar~a displays great versatility in mingling 
multiple, sometimes mutually contradictory, approaches to comprehend 
the world he represents. Many verses are replete with obscure references 
to mythology or to technical, linguistic, or scientific knowledge. Most 
verses display a richly textured surface: alliterative rhythms, disjointed 
syntax, unconventional imagery, obscure diction, and equally obscure 

references to diverse realms of cultural knowledge. 
There are also apparent contradictions in the poem's execution that 

remarkably sit quite comfortably with each other. Sitting cheek by jowl 
with a profound learnedness in Srihaqa's verse, for example, is a magnifi­
cent nonseriousness. The poetry stacks trope upon trope that, in light of 
earlier mahakavya practices, may occasionally seem excessive, bombastic, 
or over-the-top. A jarring break in the ordered, linear telling of the Nala 
story, however, never looms; Srihar~a always stays on point and makes 
sure not to leave the reader behind even when he decides to develop 
an idea over several verses. He simultaneously culls from a rich classi­
cism that precedes him, and his elevation of a peculiar style and tone for 
treating mahakavya themes in myriad ways sways a direction that will 
be taken up by future generations of poets for centuries to come. The 
Nai~adhiya, therefore, functions as both a distillation of the past and a 
model for the future. While the poem as a whole deserves close textual 
analysis and careful attention to every feature of its aesthetic, the next 
~ew paragraphs offer only a glimpse into the Nai~adhiya in order to locate 
Srihaqa's accomplishment in the context of his past predecessors and to 
give the reader an idea of why this particular poem garnered such a rich 
and multilayered reception. 

-
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POETRY AND PHILOSOPHY CONJOINTLY CONCEIVED 

In technical matters of philosophy, Sarasvatf 

became the Khal,l9anakhal,l9akhadya. 

In the world of poetry, she became the Nai~adhiya. 
These two works represent the sun and the moon 

and are sung about everywhere. 

Scholars-competitive soldiers-

bent on defeating their rivals, and pushing their own ideas 

on the battlefield of scholarship, adore Srfhar?a 

for his pungent and sweet qualities. 

With the Khat.l9anakhal,l9akhadya, he is pungent. 
Sweet he is in the Nai~adhiya. 11 

Gadadhara, fifteenth-century commentator 

The Nai~adhiya resembles a conventional mahakavya in its general conformity 
to the customs of the genre but not enough wholly to identify it with any of 
its predecessors or contemporaries. Arguably, like many works that become 
canonical, nothing that follows it really captures the Na4adhiya's unique aes­
thetic either. Srihar~a is an unusual example of a poet, of a philosopher, and 
of a poet who is also a scholar (kavi-pa~z~ita). In verse after verse, the learning 
of a par.z~tita resonates alongside the rhetoric of a kavi. Thus, Srihar~a con­
siders his Kha~z~anakhar.z~akhadya, also known as Anirvacaniyatasarvasvam 
(The Essence of the Doctrine of Unspeakability), a "sibling piece to his 

rnahakiivya"; he boasts, in fact, that the Nai~adhiya is better "able to hold up 
to crushing scrutiny" than even the Khar.z~anakha~J~akhadya.12 The general 
purpose of this technical work is to undermine the epistemological premises 
oflogicians who cling to a pragmatic linguistic regime that holds that words 
truly describe objects and lead to coherent meanings. Thus the poet declares 
in the opening of this book (verse 1.3): 

Intelligent ones! Repeat what I've said, like parrots, 

and you may go forth to conquer the whole world!-

By demolishing explanations that fix meanings to words, 

in every case, you will render speechless your immensely arrogant opponents. 

sabdartha-nirvacana-khal,lc,lanaya nayantal:J 

sarvatra nirvacana-bhavam akharva-garvan I 
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dhlra yathoktam a pi kiravad etad uktva 

loke~u dig-vijaya-kautukam atanudhvam I I 

To drive home his philosophical point, Srihaqa plays on the word nirva­
cana by using it twice in two different meanings: once in the technical 
sense of "explanations that fix meanings to words" (i.e., etymologies) 
and a second time to more conventionally mean "speechless." He 
alerts his audience-and in the verse, his logician opponents-that the 
very technical term used to indicate the practice of fixing an appar­
ently satisfactory meaning onto a verbal expression (nirvacana) also 
has itself a more conventional etymology that indicates speechlessness 
(rzirvacanatva). Suggestive here is the ultimate goal Srihar~a argues for 
throughout the Khar,z~anakhar,z~akhiidya: the eventual realization of that 
which is beyond speech or is unspeakable (anirvacaniya), a conscious­
ness of nondual oneness (advaita) that lies beyond verbal designations 
that intrinsically rely on the duality of word and meaning. According to 
Srihaqa, this insight is only gained by the relentless deconstruction of 
conventional binaries of word and meaning and the striving to expose 
their underlying contradictions. 

While the philosopher Srihar~a's skills are clearly on display here, the 
poet's sensitivity to craft is no less on display. In addition to his clever play 
with the word nirvacana, Srihaqa carefully attends to the sound effects in 
this stanza to create a desired effect. Composed in a meter called vasan­
tatilaka ("Mark of Spring"), which has fourteen syllables with a caesura 
after the eighth syllable and is often set to melodious tunes in recitation, 
Srihar~a here mingles double consonants (especially rhotic clusters using 
the sound "r") with a chiming internal rhyme scheme in the second half 
of each foot (in boldface italic in the extract). The effect for readers and 
listeners of Sanskrit strikes a vigorous tone (a technical description of a 
certain quality, or gur,za, of poetry, called ojas in Sanskrit) that matches the 
subject matter, pitch-perfect notes of fusion between form and content, 
sound and feeling. This feature of blending a complex philosophical refer­
ence alongside a meticulous consideration of rhetorical effects (involving 
syllables, consonant clusters, word choice, etc.) constitutes one consis­
tent element in the Nai~adhiya. 

Take, for example, the following verse (2.32) from the second canto, 
which builds on a common trope of comparing a woman's breasts to pots, 
or in Srihar~a's odd twist on a familiar image in the verse immediately 
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preceding (2.31), to pots used as flotation devices while swimming (plava­
kumbha): 

Is it possible that the turning of a potter's wheel is an attribute of a pot? 

Is the potter's stick, then, also a material cause of the pot? 

For her two upraised breasts produce a spinning effect, 

with cascades of beautiful sparks.13 

Philosophers in early India perennially used the metaphor of the pot to dis­
cuss causality. The philosophical problem Srihar~a raises in the first two 
~uarters is basic to formal logic. He implies rhetorical questions in asking 
If the pot can have the attributes (gww) of the potter's instruments, the 
wheel and stick: Can the object inherit the attributes of its instrumental 
cause (nimitta-kc"ira~w)? Can the object have as its material cause (samavayi­
kiirat;~a) the attributes of the instruments that bring it about? The response 
from the logicians, of course, is resoundingly negative because an object 
only inherits the attributes of its material constituents: The pot can only 
have the attributes of the material it is made of (e.g., clay) and not the attri­
butes of the wheel and the stick that serve as instruments in the making 
of the pot. How is it, then, Srihar~a asks, that Damayantl's breasts, com­
pared to pots, have acquired the attributes of making viewers eyes spin 
(cakra-bhrama), as it were in the cascades of her beauty (prabha-jhara) just 
like a potter's wheel spin; (cakra-bhrama) and gives off cascades oflustrous 
sparks (prabhajhara) when turned by the potter's stick? In the first half of 
the verse, Srihar~a is a philosopher. In the second half, he is a poet. The 
shift is smooth and seamless in that the latter half of the verse (the poetry) 
reads like a natural extension of the former part (the philosophy). First he 
challenges the epistemological premises of formal logic and then playfully 
exemplifies his doubts about its efficacy to understand reality. His choice 
0~ metaphor (the pot, the potter, the potter's wheel and stick) is in keeping 
With an essential proposition of his philosophical position: that the singular 
ground of being (brahman) is both the nondifferentiated instrumental cause 
an~ the material cause of the world. 14 

Srihar~a consistently reveals this kind of learnedness in the Nai?adhiya. 
About his prowess as a philosopher, Srihaqa tells the reader that he 
has "no equal in composing works in the field of philosophical logic" 
(lO.l38c) and that his "logical formulations can silence any oppo­
nent" ( · h 22.153c). The concluding verses of the fourth and eighteent 
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cantos (4.123; 18.154) respectively reveal that Srihar~a authored (now­
lost) philosophical texts challenging the Buddhist view of "momentari­
ness" (Sthairyaviciirar;aprakarar;a) and a work on Saiva tantra known as 
Sivasaktisiddhi. I count some 250 references to technical philosophical 
doctrines in the Nai$adhiya, almost all of which are seamlessly woven into 

the narrative or descriptive context of the poetry. 
Clearly, Srihaqa's philosophical orientation deeply informs many of 

his literary choices in the Nai$adhiya. The same philosophical orienta­
tion also structures the Nala narrative's core problem, which, like Advaita 
Vedanta, involves singling out what seems from what is, a problem that 
gives Srihaqa ample opportunities to create a symbolic world of ambigu­
ous linguistic configurations alongside multiple levels of meaning. Take, 
for example, the next set of verses (6.49-.56) describing the unusual 
circumstance of the heroine Damayanti encountering her beloved as an 
invisible man that she can feel but cannot see. Here, Srihar~a shows a 
great sensitivity for his characters' psychological states during a moment 
of extreme emotional intensity. He describes first how Damayanti per­
ceives Nala standing near her and spontaneously throws a flower garland 
in his direction. Though he was an optical illusion for the princess, the 
poet explains, because Nala was actually standing right there, the garland 
actually reached him. Here is how both characters respond to the star­
tling event: 

This garland was real! 

The lord of the earth was astonished. 

The garland she threw became invisible! 

The young lady was astonished. 

The garland was truly a token of grace from someone 

who was repeatedly seen and deeply felt. 

Bewildered, both Nala and Damayanti are now described as standing 
face to face, thinking they are somewhere else. Sriharsa then stunningly 
reveals that their illusions of each other embraced a~d, in doing so, the 
two human lovers actually embraced each other: 

Bhima's daughter felt Nala's touch but could not see him. 

It must have been a hallucination, she thought. 

The king saw her but, suddenly frozen 

in passion's bewilderment, could not hold her. 
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With each touch, they experienced immense joy 

and so, they were convinced their feelings were real. 

Then their touches diminished and they thought 

the initial awareness must have been false. 

Both were in contact with what was true, 

but their confusion led them to not trust it. 

So beautiful in every respect, each so inviting to the other, 

they could not resist making love. 

Seeing how mutually satisfying were their actions, 

they could not believe that they were somehow not real. 

The separation they felt in their hearts 

was momentary at first but then doubled in intensity, 

because of the rush of happiness they got from touching each other. 

It was like adding too much oil to a lamp's flame, 

dulling it for a moment and then doubling its brightness. 

Alternating between being steadfast and sad, the poet tells us, Damayanti 
made it home, going back and forth between awareness and delusion. 
Nala, however, wandered around the place seeing Damayanti in front of 
him, again and again. Srihaqa demonstrates a striking ability in these 
v:rses to capture the real and the virtually real in a language that both 
rtngs natural to the feelings of both lovers and remains curiously surreal, 
owing to the situation of each character being both visible and invis­
ibl.e to the other on multiple levels. Nothing like it, as far as I am aware, 
exists elsewhere in Sanskrit literature, and the Pahari painters of the 
~eventeenth century were especially drawn to representing this scene 
In sketch and color. Is 

A POEM BORN OF SPECIAL INSIGHT 

It has tire syllable Om as its ornament. 

Admired by all the critics, 

its elegant expressions sparkle. 
It . . 

IS Simply beautiful, to the extent that 
its superb sequence of words 

gives pleasure to the goddess of Beauty. 
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The delight it gives to the heart lingers long. 

Truly, it serves as a means to accomplish the aims of life. 

Srihar$a's poem is a scripture par excellence. 

Ah, so dear to connoisseurs of poetry, 

how intense is its brilliance!" 
Sridhara, sixteenth-century commentator 

Sr!haqa's intensive skepticism about the reality of empirical experi­
ences leads inevitably to his positing an "unspeakable" Truth that can 
only be ultimately apprehended through yogic practice. 17 Unsurprisingly, 
then, Sr!har~a's fascination with yogic practice and its use as a stock 
metaphor is apparent throughout the Nai$adhfya. For example, the third 
canto begins with a description of the harrzsa alighting to meet with 
Damayanti, to deliver to her a message of love from Nala. After describ­
ing the bird's descent-its wings, the sound it makes, and the effect it has 
on the princess-the poet launches into two verses that take the reader 
into the imaginative world of ascetics and their spiritual experiences, as 
Damayanti and her friends fix their attention on the bird: 

The way that vow-observant yogis lead their minds 

away from the world, 

toward the singularly indescribable Truth­

that is how Damayanti's friends were: 

their eyes were led away 

from other distractions 

to that one indescribably beautiful harpsa. 

The way the mind's fluctuations become still 

in the yogi's own body 

so that the mind can approach the Soul within, 

that's how Damayanti plunged into stillness: 

the desire to catch with her hand 

the bird stirring nearby 

was a cautious effort, out of both fear and respect. 

It is clear that the Nai$adhfya imaginatively revels in a language of logical 
paradoxes and esotericism. Evident in the two verses above, as in the ear­
lier part of this discussion, is Sr!haqa's characteristic ability to move searn­
lessly through metaphor from one realm of experience to another. just as 
abruptly as the poet transports the readers in one direction-toward the 
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abstractions underlying yogic practice-he returns them swiftly to the 
scene at hand: the bird and Damayanti staring at each other and ready for 
a conversation. 

When Nala enters Damayanti's inner apartments (as an invisible man), 
the poet marvels at the situation with a characteristic metaphor (6.46): 

Being invisible, spreading across 

a bejeweled surface that reflects a series of bodies, 

the separated lover (viyogi), entering another's city (parasya puram), 

Was like a spiritual adept (yogi), since 

he could enter another's body (parasya puram). 

Astonishing indeed was that king! 

Later, during a pivotal scene when Damayanti first has the inkling that 
the messenger of the gods is Nala himself, the poet describes her feelings 
as follows (8.15): 

She was Delight itself. 

She was under an inexpressible delusion. 

In that single instant, 

she tasted the transient happiness of the world 

and the eternal bliss of ultimate liberation. 

In this verse, Srihar~a again uses the word anirvacaniya ("inexpressible"), 
a marked term throughout the poet's corpus. Culminating this scene, 
Nala i t' 1 - R · · . rra IOna ly discloses his true identity to DamayantJ. ecogmzmg 
?': dramatic mistake, he quickly responds to her as a messenger should. 
Snhar~a explains the situation through the metaphor of a yogi's response 
after he has achieved his liberating gnosis (9.121): 

In spite of his being inwardly 

awakened to his own soul 

a liberated sage still resp~nds 
to the world around him 

because of the force of his karma from previous births. 

In the same way, in spite of awakening 

to what he had just revealed, 
seeing D·lm t- , , h ' ayan I regammg er composure, 
NaJa spoke to her 

because of I , lis commitment to being a messenger. 
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The Nai~adh!ya is one among several texts from this period that claim to 
be both a product of spiritual realization and an inspiration and code for 
those who would strive for such realization. Srihar~a says as much at the 
end of the first canto (1.145c), describing his poem as "the fruit of medi­
tation on the cintiima~zi mantra." He is referring here to a gem akin to the 
philosopher's stone (cintamwzi); the meditation on this particular mantra 
(hrirrz) is held by various religious groups in South Asia to yield special 
creative powers for poets, scholars, and orators. 18 The mantra associated 
with this jewel is thought to be particularly sacred to Sarasvati, Goddess 
of Speech herself. In the Nai~adh!ya's fourteenth canto, while blessing 
Nala and Damayanti as a married couple, Sarasvati explicitly spells out 
the mantra and elaborates on its benefits to the one who chants it with 
devotion (14.88-14.90): 

Remember and repeatedly chant, King, 

that hidden mantra of mine. 

It has no form and represents 

the form of the Lord called Siva, 

who is pure and moon-endowed, 

and who is Whole but twofold, 

on account ofbeingjoined by two aspects. 

Let this mantra grant you success! 

The good man who fixes in his heart my mantra 

masters speech moistened with the nectar of rasa. 

Acting as the God of Love, 

he commands heaven's doe-eyed ladies. 

The cintiimm;i mantra brings a man whatever he desires. 

What more is there to say about its power? 

If somebody worships me by offering sweet-smelling flowers 

and perfumes and, chanting the mantra, devotes himself 

to that image of me moving about on the har!ISa, 

at the end of one year he would attain its fruits. 

Whoever's head he were to place his hands on, 

that person also could-all of a sudden-

compose beautiful verses. 

A wonder to behold such a powerful mantra! 
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Sarasvati's most significant appearance in the Nai~adhiya occurs at a piv­
ota~ moment in the plot: She introduces Damayantl to her suitors and 
ass1sts her in distinguishing the real Nala from the four divine imposters 
who have taken his form. 19 This episode consists of thirty-two verses in 
the thirteenth canto and is sometimes read separately from the rest of 
the poem, as the "The Five Nalas" (pancanaliya). "The Five Nalas" consists 
wholly of double-meaning stanzas delivered by Sarasvatl herself. A full 
discussion of this section, in light of how Sanskrit commentators eluci­
date its ambiguity, is offered in chapter 5 of this book. 

STRETCHING THE LIMITS OF LANGUAGE 

AND CONVENTION 

Even outside the Pancanaliya, Speech as a trope (embodied in the figure 
of Sarasvati) is used persistently by Srlhar~a to draw the reader's atten­
tion to his larger aesthetic and philosophical agenda in the poem. In the 
third canto, for instance, Srlhar~a imagines the husband of Speech-the 
Creator Brahma-as maintaining silence during his prayers because he 
wants to imprison his wife, as it were. Instead, however, Speech jilts the 
Creator in favor ofNala (3.30): 

Under the pretext of silent prayers, 

the Creator tried to stifle Speech. 

Dulled by his focus on the Veda, 

he didn't notice that She, 

the "crooked one;· had wrapped 

her arms around Nala's neck, 

finding happiness in rasa. 

Sr!haqa at one point describes Sarasvatl's body (10.74-10.88), each part 
with its various adornments metaphorically connected with some area of 
learning: her throat, music; her belly fold, the three Vedas; her glances, 
poetry; her two hands, the Puraryas; her two arms, poetic meters; her 
teeth, logic; her thighs, the two types ofMimarrsa philosophy; the girdle 
on her belly, grammar; her necklace, astronomy; and so on. In ano:her 
place (9.4), Srihar~a plays with the dual significance of Sarasvatl-as 
Speech and as a mysterious river-to underscore the slippery nature of 
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language; sometimes speech is straightforward, sometimes it is unfath­
omable just like a river, now visible and now only a trickle. The she~r 
pleasure Srihar~a takes in the virtuosity of his linguistic inventi,on~ ts 
constantly underscored by his explicit frustration with language s lim­
ited abilities to adequately express his imagination's desire. For example, 
though he eventually goes on to describe Damayantl's body (from head to 
toe) using all manner of complex trope, he prefaces his catalog with the 

following disclaimer (7.14): 

In spite of a resemblance, 
can the quality of her limbs 

be compared to anything else? 

To compare the beauty of her body with anything else 

is an insult to the act of comparison itself. 

Having said this, however, his similes and hyperboles run wild: dazzled 
by her beauty, poets honored beautiful things by comparing them to 
Damayantl's features and not the other way around (7 .16); her locks of 
hair trumped the peacock's tail to such an extent that the Creator painted 
half-moons on the feathers to indicate their inferiority, as the "half-moon'' 
resembles a semicircle one makes with a hand to grab an intruder by the 
scruff of the neck to throw him out forcefully (7.22); the ridged lines on her 
lower lip are really notches to mark how many arts and sciences she has 
mastered (7 .41); the dimple on her chin was the thumbprint the Creator 
made when he lifted her face to see what he had artfully shaped; and so on. 

In these and in many other verses, Srihaqa's style verges on the kind of 
lighthearted silliness-rare among high mahukiivya before his time-that 
compels an involuntary smile. Take, for example, his charming descrip-_ 
tion of Damayantl's ear, which plays upon the resemblance of the nugan 
script's sign denoting the number nine (9) to the shape the curve of the 
inner ear takes (7.63): 

Is it the familiar numeral 9 firmly drawn inside her ear? 
Or is it something new altogether, 

with each ear sustaining half of the 

eighteen existing branches of knowledge? 

Srihar~a's ability to combine unlikely images into an analogy that evokes 
two scenes at once is one oft he hallmark traits of his poetry, such as in the 
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following comparison of a beautiful woman with the feast at a wedding 
reception (16.107): 

The beautiful setting of the feast was a lovely woman, 

inviting with enjoyments worth enjoying: 

The milk was her smile, 

the savory snacks her jeweled blouse. 
Th f · e ntters were like her moon face, 

the plump sweet balls were her breasts, and 

the glistening rice her yellow jasmine necklace. 

?r, again, in the context of the after-wedding party, Srlhar~a flashes his 
Intrepidness to paint farcical scenes, such as this one that describes the 

pranks that Damayantl's brother plays (16.52): 

One ofDama's maidservants secretly put a lizard 

near the foot of a young girl who was fanning Nala. 

As the creature crawled up the length of her leg, 

she squirmed out of her dress-terrified. 

The crowd had a good laugh. 

There are quite a few other instances in the Nai?adhfya where Srlhaqa bra­
zenly inserts explicitly sexual images or bathroom humor that Handiqui 
awkwardly labels "indelicate" "vulgar" or "obscene" in his translation. 
Modern critics have frequen~ly percei~ed the Nai?adhfya as distastefully 
obscene. Winternitz speaks of it as "vulgar" in parts and often "disgusting 
to persons of refined taste or religious sentiments;' explaining that "the 
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 a wonder, 
~herefore," Winternitz continues, "that, judging by modern standards, an 
'~patient Western critic should stigmatize the work as a perfect master­
Piece of bad taste and bad style!"20 clearly, Srlhar~a's mahakavya stands 
apart· h' d In t IS regard from most of the other classic works of the genre, an 
readers throughout history have either been attracted to this feature of 
the poem or, as we glean from Winternitz's comments, repelled by it. 

More common to the Naisadhfya's aesthetic than snatches of audacious 
content, however, are the ~ultiplying intricate figures of speech that are 
scattered throughout the poem. In particular, Srlhaqa clearly favors the 
comple · h · · 1 X Integration of one figure with several ot ers m a smg e verse. 
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Take for example the following verse that compares Damayanti to the god 
of Love's bow. Here Srihar~a plays on the somewhat overused trope of 
comparing the body of a beautiful woman to a bow for the god of Love 
to shoot arrows at some male suitor. However, Srihaqa offers a few less­
than-common flourishes to the well-worn conceit (3.127): 

Understand yourself, Damayanti, as the charming, blossom-clustered bow 

of the mind-born god of Love: 

pearls on your necklace are the circular clusters of "flower missiles"; 

Nala, the best of kings, like a hunted bird, is the target; 

the silky line of hair on your belly is the supple bow-string, well-used, 

as it lies constant in the bow, your lap, and tied into a loop in the middle, 

your shimmery navel. 

Another verse describes the valor of a king Damayanti passes over while 

choosing her groom (11.105): 

The scar from the bowstring is a line of smoke, which signifies 

that your arms-like kindling sticks-have produced a martial fire. 

The fire is meant for rival hosts-like mosquitoes-and its smoke 

brings tears to the lotus eyes of your enemies' wives. 

Here the reader can observe the poet's ability imaginatively to fuse tropes 
and conventions found in other mahiikc!vya (bringing tears to the wives of 
enemies, in this case) into a complex description of the king's valor, using 
the strikingly down-to-earth, even discordant, image of getting smoke in 
one's eyes while lighting a fire to get rid of mosquitoes. Again and again, 
we see a poet unafraid to attempt a complex analogy that risks interfering 
with the alliterative effect he seeks to reproduce in every verse. A statistical 
analysis would probably confirm the impression that the poet is partial to 
tropes that produce complex conceptualizations that help him to refashion 
the rhetoric familiar from easily identifiable archetypes in Sanskrit kavya. 
Such strategies also allow Srihar~a to substitute customary patterns of 
description with original, totally unexpected formulations. For instance, 
he can replace a familiar expression for a common motif, such as describing 
a young woman as "thin in the waist" (kr~odari), by rendering it in unpre­
dictable variants like "she, the existence or nonexistence of whose waist 
comes under the scope of doubt" (2.40) or "one whose middle is an alternate 
manifestation of Siva's supernatural ability to become minuscule" (3.64). 
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Clearly concerned with the artistry that goes into composing verse and 
the analytical gaze applied to it, Srlhar~a's verses demonstrate an intimacy 
with and ebullient use of language, as he plucks metaphors from here and 
there to represent further fields of experience. He calls the Nai$adhiya "a 
traveler on a road unseen by the family of poets" (8.109), as a poem that 
"describes things to be emotionally experienced and known," a pioneer 
on a path, as it were, "not trod on by others" (20.162c); he also tells us 
:hat he "does not let a single opportunity to innovate escape him" (19.67). 
Srihar~a's style is consciously excessive, conspicuous in its quest for the 
next synonym or in its demonstration of how even the most circumscribed 
vocabularies and sets of kavya conventions can take in fresh signifiers 
without fundamentally altering the comprehensibility of established con­
ventions. The poet repetitively reminds the reader-in his typically peri­
phrastic style of expression-that the Nai$adhiya is "not lean on delicious 
poetic feeling" (15.93c). Srihar~a sees himself as avant-garde, venturing 
into uncharted landscapes of poetry, but, at the same time, does not totally 
rebel against the normalizing tendencies of mahakavya practice. 

In addition to the proliferation of complex tropes in Srihar~a's verses, 
the Nai$adhiya does not lack verses that are plainer in style, content, 
and emotional register. At the same time, the Nai$adhiya elaborates on 
srr1gara rasa, an emotional aesthetic of love and eroticism. Srihar~a, in his 
inimitable style, elaborates this srrigara rasa by depicting lovers united 
and lovers-in-separation. He also skillfully represents a distinctive type 
of courtly flirtation that the two lovers enact verbally. This scene in the 
poem mediates between their initial pining for each other and their ulti­
mate marriage. Here are a few selected verses from their extended dia­
logue. First, NaJa speaks (9.8-9.10): 

Ah, my tongue has remained indifferent to your two questions 

(about my family and my name). Neither matters much really. 

Both flowery and fluffy statements are poisons. 

Eloquence in speech rests in brevity and substance. 

What is my name? 

In what order is the sequence of letters in my name? 

These questions are futile. 

Face to face, we can carry on our discussion 

by using "you" and "I." 

That should be enough. 
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If my family is not dignified by nature, 

what is the propriety of its disclosure? 

And if it is, then it is ridiculous for me 

to have presented myself as a messenger or as a servant. 

[To which Damayanti replies (9.15-9.16):] 

I hear you adorn the lunar dynasty. 

Still, my desire for details is not satisfied. 

You stay quiet in certain matters, you go on and on about others. 

Ah! Stupendous is your mastery of deception. 

Well, you haven't made your name nectar for my ears 

and, therefore, it is not proper for me to give a response. 

Custom does not tolerate decent women 

to sit and converse with strange men. 

The contrivance of the plot here allows for a gripping dialogue between 
Nala and Damayanti where both sense that they are speaking to the other 
but where, on account of lacking certainty, neither wants to make the 
first move toward revealing themselves. As expected, the poet seizes on 
the narrative situation to play his characteristic word games where NaJa's 
slippery response to Damayanti's request for identification is swiftly fol­
lowed with Damayanti's equally clever counterresponses. 

Before they arrive face to face, however, they both suffer through the 
symptoms of unrequited love so graphically depicted by South Asian poets, 
painters, and sculptors before and after Srihar~a. Perhaps weary of the scores 
of such descriptions already available to him, when the Nai$adlziya's poet 
focuses on the passionate moods of lovers ill-fatedly separated from each 
other, he often oscillates-sometimes in one and the same verse-between 
playing it straight and poking fun at conventional tropes that describe tor­
mented lovers. While the more conventional imagery is fruitfully explored by 
Srihaqa as well, here are a few examples of verses from the fourth canto that 
guide the trope toward another, more outlandish aesthetic ( 4.11; 4.44; 4.49 ): 

Just imagine the pain produced by a small splinter 

entering the sole of the foot? 

What to say of a mountain-the lord of the earth, Nala-

entering the soft-bodied Damayanti's heart and staying lodged in there? 
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Time for humans, for gods, and for the Creator 

is reckoned differently for each. 

Why do mathematicians not calculate time for lovers? 

A moment for those separated is surely different 

than a moment for those who are united. 

For the sin of killing women separated from their lovers 

the criminal moon is exiled, flung from the heavens, 

and smashed on the rocks of the moonless black night. 

The bright sparks add to the stars of the sky. 

Another verse speaks to Damayantl's true feelings hidden beneath a mis­
construing of her friend's intent in a polyvalent description ofDamayanti's 
physical/emotional condition (4.109): 

(Damayantl's friend says:) Love's heat dislodges the jewel in your necklace. 

Your chest (hrdaya) today, therefore, is unornamented (analarnkrta). 

[Your heart (hrdaya) today, therefore, is without NaJa (analmJikrta)]. 

(Damayanti says:) Ah, friend, then I am lost indeed if the one I love most 

is distanced from my heart (hrdaya). 

Eventually the two lovers do unite, and Srihar~a's vivid descriptions of 
NaJa and Damayanti's first night after the wedding represent a stunningly 
poetic interpretation of details from texts like the Kiimasiitra. Here are two 
particularly fine verses that the poet provides after he has described their 
love-making (152-153): 

The couple slept, 

seeing each other in dream, 

moving, lips locked, thighs rubbing, 

entwined in deep embrace. 

When they'd made love, the couple slept in bliss. 

Leaves seemed to sprout from the girl's breasts, 

stamping designs on her lord's chest, 

elephants and dolphins. 

Their hearts united, the sudden merging of breath 

in and out, in and out, 

indicating that their lives are now one. 
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It should be emphasized that, as often as Srihar~a chooses to be funny 
or impolite, he can be as frequently soft and moving. The end of the first 
canto, for instance, demonstrates Srihaqa's delicate skill as a poet to 
produce the rasa of compassion (karu~w-rasa). While in his palace garden, 
Nala catches hold of the golden hal'!lsa who will ultimately bear his mes­
sage of love to Damayanti. The bird, thinking itself near death, paints a 
shockingly dismal picture of his future (1.134-1.139): 

I am the only son of an old mother. 

My poor beloved has just given birth. 

I am the only shelter for both. 

Persecuting me, 0 fate, does compassion not restrain you? 

Friends will show compassion and gather with tears a-flowing. 

They will complain how unfair the world is. 

Then, they will go. 

But, mother, the ocean of grief facing you­

how will you cross it? 

"Where is he?" 

"Why is he late to send a message and 

bring stalks for our dinner?" 

"How far off is he from coming home?" 

When you ask these questions to those birds, 

they will give you a reply-weeping. 

What will that moment be like for you, my wife? 

Oh God! How can a lotuslike hand 

that paints the coolness and softness of a beloved 

write these letters that burn the forehead, cruel like 

the sun's rays: 

"You will be separated from the one you love"? 

For sure, lady of darting glances, 

you will look around and see emptiness in all ten directions. 

As soon as you hear from my friends 

the news of my death, 

it will be like being struck by lightning. 
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This episode in the poem, aptly called the "Lament of the Harps a" (hmyzsa­
viliipa) by later audiences, demonstrates Srihar~a's range as a poet and 
also his insistence on making inherited tropes somehow novel. Here, on 
one level, the bird's pathos is surely coding the imminent suffering of 
the human protagonists, and the audience thus immediately enters the 
mood developed by the poet. However, on another level, the displace­
ment of the lamentation onto the avian realm softens, to some extent, 
the emotional impact. Srihar~a's poem likes to stay light on the surface 
and lets the turbulent stirrings underneath develop and manifest for the 
audience in quiet, unexpected ways. Take, for example, these two crucial 
verses at the end of the ninth canto, where Nala throws off his mask and 
reveals himself to his beloved Damayanti, who has dissolved into tears at 

the thought of never uniting with him (9.103-9.104): 

Ah love! Who ~re you crying for? 

You are smearing your face with these tears. 

With those eyes, darting and dancing, 

don't you see Nala bowing here before you? 

Under the pretext of dropping so many tears, 

from the sapphirelike pupils of your eyes, 

you show expertise in the wordplay 

where a nasal letter is dropped from words. 

Doubtless, that's how you make 

life (sarrzsara) so meaningful (sasara). 

Even when a verse of intense emotional content appears (the first one 
here), the poet quickly muffles the moment with a second verse in a ludic 
pitch. That second verse, however, which puns on the compound word 
bindu-cyutaka, which can mean both "dropping of tears" (an involuntary 
natural response) and "dropping of a nasal consonant" (a word game), 
is nevertheless psychologically consonant with how a lover might con­
sole a beloved that has burst into tears-by making him or her smile with 
some totally absurd observation. Nala's citing Damayanti's expertise in a 
special kind of wordplay is, on a superficial level, an utterly incongruous 
statement given the situation. But, it is not an emotionally implausible 
response. Once again, Srihar~a draws our attention to the limited under­
standing one can have using logic bereft of an emotional intelligence. 



40 <!>THE NAI!;iADIIiYA'S AESTHETIC 

sRIHAR~A's vorcE 

To whose heart does Srihar?a not give pleasure? 

Entertaining through his poetry, 

he is a hill that playfully sways in the waves 

of the nectar of rasa. 

Attractive with his plli/osophizing, 

he is a craggy mountain churning tl1e sea 

with deeply penetrating argttments, 

a boatman skilled enough to cross the ocean 

ofboth schools ofMimiir!ISiiF' 

Riimacandra Se~a. sixteenth-century commentator 

This, then, is what Srihar~a's voice is like. For him, there is a consistent 
effort to rescue language that slides into convention or fades into abstrac­
tion. The poem's texture is symphonic, with the poet's voice dashing from 
the elevated to the colloquial or disappearing into lyrical bursts. The fluid 
movement of verses refuses to settle into any steady pattern. Strange 
articulations and images are frequently juxtaposed with familiar ones in 
consecutive verses, extrinsic to the reader's expectations but well within 
the reach of her imagination. He often cuts with a single bold stroke of 
language not only the knots of his oeuvre's recurring philosophical the­
sis (that speech is ultimately futile to describe reality) but also the pride 
of rival philosophers-and poets-who would dare to challenge him. 
A steady preoccupation with language and of his power as a poet leads 
Srihar~a to regularly import the meta-language of poetics into his verses. 
He thus highlights the technical language of formalized poetics by play­
fully interspersing in his verses the technical terms for various figures of 
speech in addition to specialized concepts from the history of Sanskrit 
poetics. For example, exploiting the homonym vaidarbfzi, which signifies 
one ofDamayanti's epithets, Lady from Vidarbha, and the name of a par­
ticular poetic style of composition (vaidarbfzi-riti) that favors lucid, melo­
dious, and generally charming types of sonic and semantic expressivity, 
Srihar~a offers the following verse (3.116): 

You are fortunate indeed, Lady ofVidarbha [Vaidarbhi style]! 

Your high character [poetic virtue] attracts Nala. 

What more praise could we give to the light of the moon, 

for it attracts and stirs up even the deep ocean?'2 
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Throughout the poem, Srihar~a explicitly invokes technical terms of 
poetics. In verse 9.50, for example, he cites the terms dhvani (literally, 
"sound" or "resonance"), the concept of a special suggestive power of 
poetic language beyond the denoted and intended meaning, and vakrokti 
("crooked speech"), the oblique use and expressivity of ordinary language 
that makes it distinctively poetic. 

Nai?adhiya commentators throughout the centuries seem to agree that 
their poet relies heavily on figures such as imaginative ascription (utprek?ii), 
expressions that offer double meanings (sle?a), and new approaches to the 
ubiquitous simile (upamcl). Arguably, Srihar~a is the Sanskrit literary tradi­
tion's greatest master of utprek?a and certainly one of its most celebrated 
sle$a poets. A.N. )ani, for example, cites Pt. K.L.V. Shastri's comment in 
the Sanskrit preface to the 1924 Palghat edition of the Nai?adhiya: "In the 
imaginative construction of striking expressions, Srihar~a is king (ittham 
vacyartha-vaicitrya-kalpanayciiJI srihar?a~l SiiJihasanam arhati),"ZJ The poet 
draws attention to his own literary powers in 22.144, where Nala directs 
Damayanti to notice the way in which poets who use the figure utprek?ii 
can effortlessly conjure up an image of the moon as a sunstone jar (white 
and made of nectar) and the black space in the moon as a rabbit carry­
ing a bowl of sapphires out of which nectar is scooped up and drunk by 
the attendant stars.21 In this verse, Srihar~a suggests the powers of the 
utprek?ii-kavi but leaves it to his sixteenth-century commentator Narayal).a 
to make the reference to Srihar~a himself explicit-"utprek?ii-kavi means 
here great poets like Srihar~a" (srihar?iidibhir rnahakavibhir). 

By the time Srihar~a was writing in the twelfth century, poetics on the 
mahakavya had reached a mature point, as had the mahakavya genre itself. 
The Nai?adhiya's complex reception, therefore, has as much to do with 
how the work of past mahakclvya masters is distilled in it as much as what 
the poem contributes as a model to future literary work in South Asia. 
Intertextuality with the entire history of pre-twelfth-century poetry in 
India reaches new heights with Srihar~a. Consistently, the well-known 
trope is fully assimilated and then thoroughly reformed. Srihar~a primar­
ily demonstrates his awareness of Kalidasa's influence. Notice, however, 
how inheritance transforms into something altogether new in the two 
verses below, the first from Kalidasa's Kurnarasarnbhava (1.43) and the sec­
ond from the first canto of the Nai?adhiya (1.24): 

I3eauty goes to the moon but does not share in the softness of the lotus. 

I3eauty in the lotus makes no claim on the soothing radiance of the moon. 
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Beauty, however, that has waywardly reached Uma's face­

there it can rest happily and enjoy both! 

His eyes defeated the lotus. 

His smile conquered the moon's beauty. 

Beauty-wise, what else is there greater than the lotus and the moon? 

Ah the poverty of things to compare to his face! 

. t o beauti· 
Kalidasa's sublime verse uses well-worn tropes for companng w ( mi· 
ful things. Srihar~a, however, invokes them as tropes themse~ves, t~~:rsa 
tau) merely to indicate how useless they are to serve as analogleS:~1but ·is 
takes stock of the entire range of mah(tkavya that precedes h~ hont 
probably closest in spirit to poets such as Bharavi and Magha, wtth wt ok 

. d s that 0 
he 1s usually compared. Both of these poets produce stanza feats 
great pleasure in complexity, stacking trope upon trope to produce rates 
with language generally unavailable in Kalidasa's poetry. What sepa lf-
, -h f h · · · 1 • t' ceable se Sn aqa rom t ese two poets ts twofold. f1rst IS ms no 1 nd-
consciousness that often lends a droll sensibility to an otherwise as toll ,

5 . ' ·h·1rsa 
ing rhetorical mastery. Second, and related to the first point, IS Sn • ·hat 
unfettered impulse to add poetic dazzle (camatkara) to his verses, so t d a 
h . d mtere t e reader does not feel m any way that they have alrea y encot 
given trope in another poet's composition. . 

5 
of 

Thus, for instance, to describe the morning, Magha sets up a sene d 
fons an marvelous contrasts, each suggestive of common poetic conven 1 ' 

then ends with a lofty revelation (11.64): 

The night-lotus loses its beauty. The day-lotus becomes beautiful. 

The owl loses its delight. The cakravcika duck is overjoyed. 

The magnificent-rayed sun rises as the cool-beamed moon sets. 

Astonishing indeed are the bitter consequences emanating from 

the whimsy of cruel fate! 

M- h' d nduses ag as verse en son a general statement about ruthless Nature a 
heavily condensed language that is unobtrusively evocative and clever~ 
different types of lotuses are said to bloom at different times, the ~~t 
cannot see during the day, and the cakravaka ducks separate in the nlg f 
and reunite during the day. Here is how Sriharsa describes the advance 

0 

· · f 1 · k the king mornmg m one o severa verses sung by Nala's bards to awa en 
after the first night with his new bride (19.12): 
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The sun is on the hunt: 

sunbeams-hawks hovering in the sky­

kill the darkness, the black crows. 

The moon shrinks to the west, afraid 

his rabbit will be killed by the rabbit-eating hawks. 

The stars-pigeons-scatter too on hearing the news. 

While also calling upon common poetic tropes (the rabbit in the moon, 
for example), Srihar~a's juxtaposition of the setting of the sun and the ris­
ing of the moon to a scene of hunters and hunted winks rather than nods 
to conventional treatments of this theme. The clincher, rather than a gen­
eral statement that seals the thought, is an even more startling image 
(comparing stars to scattering pigeons) that protracts the scene rather 
than closing it down. 

Like many poets after Kalidasa, Magha and Srihar~a incorporate a high 
~egree of scholasticism into their poetry. Unlike other poets, however, 
Srihar~a's treatment of early India's philosophical thought and poetic 
conventions is virtually encyclopedic. The Nai$adhiya makes reference to 
topics from virtually all of the technical texts on the arts and sciences. It 
provides exhaustive geographical and political data and alludes to a range 
of occupations and livelihoods that shed light on the social and economic 
realities of the twelfth century, including all manner of popular belief and 
cultural practice of the time. The Nai$adhiya brings the entire textbook 
culture of the Sanskrit world into focus, including the twelve well-known 
sources (kc!vyc!rthc'inarrz dvadasa-yonaya~z) from which Sanskrit poetry gen­
erally draws: Vedic literature smrti texts, traditional histories (itihasa), 
ancient lore (purci~za), logic Cpra~ciJ;a-vidya), astrology (samaya-vidya), 
three different kinds of political texts (raja-siddhanta-trayi), knowledge of 
common practices (/aka), other literary compositions (viracarza), and mis­
cellany of different kinds (prakfrrzaka). In addition, Sriharsa demonstrates 
hi~ astonishing familiarity with ~irtually all of the primar; scientific disci­
Plines (sCistra) and ancillary Vedic sciences ( vedariga): medicine (ayurveda), 
military science (dharzurveda), law (dharma), political science (artha and 
rzfti), erotics (kama), mystico-ritual science (tarztra), musicology (sarigfta), 
mathematics (gaJ;ita), science of horses (asva), science of jewels (ratrza), 
lexicons (kosa), poetics and rhetoric (alarikcira), dramaturgy (rzatya), astrol­
ogy (maufnirtika-vidya), the science of bodily signs (scimudrika-sastra), 
domestic rituals (kalpa), phonetics (sik$a), etymology (rzirul<ta), prosody 
(chandas), grammar (vycikara~za), and astronomy (jyoti$a). 
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Encountering something new and strange in Srihar~a·s poetry, there­
fore, surely left many contemporaries and later readers uneasy with 
the poem. Hostile criticism and passionate defense of the poem coexist 
in the Nai$adhiya's receptive history right down through to the twen­
tieth century. Thus, the final four verses of the Nai?adl1iya (and to the 
KhaQ~anakha~l~akhiidya as well) partially lay out the future of the poem's 
reception, as a work that will be honored by some, rejected by others, and 
misunderstood by most (22.150-22.153)'5

: 

Beautiful women take hold of a young man's imagination. 

They cannot be appreciated by prepubescent boys. 

My sweet verses delight learned connoisseurs. 

Why should I care for disparagement from insipid critics? 

In every direction, loud sounds leak out of falling mountain rivulets. 

Let people compare these noises to see which is better (if they wish). 

But the milky ocean, once churned for its nectar, relieves all exhaustions 

and gives delight to delight itself. That's what makes it altogether distinctive. 

I have made an effort to lodge some tough knots-here and there­

in this text. 

Louts who think themselves educated, but are really only superficial readers, 

should not play around with this book. 

Only an appreciative reader, who has had the knots loosened for him 

by a competent teacher, faithfully served, 

can feel the delight of taking a dip into the waves of this poem's rasa. 

I received two betel leaves and a high position from the lord of Kanyakubja. 

I realized the supreme Brahman, an ocean of bliss, during meditation. 

My poetry showers rains of honey 

and my philosophical arguments best all rivals. 

This work ofSrihar~a the poet-

may it spread and may it bring about delight to generous connoisseurs. 

The Nai$adhlya suggests that Srihar~a's interest at least partially lies in 
authenticating his work for a specialized audience of readers who will be 
able to notice his wide-ranging references and then retrace his logic for 
using them. The poet puts his audience, like his characters, in a position 
of having to apprehend reality from illusion. As Srfhar~a himself predicts, 
the poem will become an ideal locus of study for the formalist scholars 
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of medieval India, those who saw within its twenty-two cantos a kind of 
literariness meant to destabilize the very notions of what the mahakavya 
genre (and kc!vya itself) was and could become. 

Srihaqa's truculent "voice," heard in the verses above and previously 
unheard of altogether, is taken up by many poets thereafter, including 
the seventeenth-century Pary<;litaraja Jagannatha, who many claim may 
have been the most recent of the great Sanskrit intellectuals. Here are 
two verses from his oeuvre that may remind one of kavi-pal')~ita Srlhar~a. 
The first of these is a proud declaration from the Rasagar'zgadhara (1.6), 

a classic of Sanskrit poetics, and the second is a coded warning to unre­
ceptive critics (blind elephants) from one of Jagannatha's collection of 
poems known as Bhaminfvilasa: 

When I needed to illustrate something apropos to the context, 

I composed the verses myself. Nothing of another poet 

can be found here. 

Does a deer, which has the power to produce musk scent, 

even consider chasing the fragrance of flowers? 

Friend, you may be commander of a herd of elephants, 

but your eyes are blind with intoxication. 

Don't halt even for a moment here, 

on this forest ground of twists and turns! 

The lord of lions just tore through the boulders 

of a big mountain mistaking it for an elephant. 

He sleeps now here in this cave. 

One can clearly hear echoes of Srlhar~a in Jagannatha's boasts. 
Anthologists went a step further and directly attributed stanzas to 
Srihar~a in their collections, even though there is little likelihood 
that they were actually his verses. Take, for example, this verse from a 
thirteenth-century anthology known as the Saduktikarl')amrta (Ear-Nectar 
of Good Verse): 

When the Creator was sculpting her body, 

up to her moonlike face, with radiance itself, 

he ran out of the stuff. 

Even when he was creating the world, this never happened. 

So with what he had left over-the darkness-

he used up to make her hair.'" 



46 ~THE NAI?ADIIiYA'S AESTHETIC 

While the verse above resembles something Srlhaqa might have writ­
ten, it is almost certainly not by him; similarly this verse, also from the 

Saduktikan:ulmrta: 

Sometimes the nose is slightly bent, 

or a smirk appears on the face, 

their mouths emitting a donkey like voice. 

This is how they gesture 

their displeasure and derision. 

Or with an uncharitable critique, 

a critical silence, 

or the recitation of fine verses by other poets. 

Ah, poetry! How many prejudiced critics 

can you possibly tolerate?'' 

Well-known anthologies of Sanskrit verse from the early- to mid-thir­
teenth century included multiple verses from the Nai~adhiya and many 
more like the ones above that are attributed to Srihar~a but not found 
anywhere else.2d As we shall see, the long history of the Nai~adl!iya's recep­
tion is not merely an important archive. These pseudepigraphal verses 
demonstrate that Srihar~a and the Nai~adl!i)'a-released from their social, 
historical, and cultural contexts-became an imaginative style, a tonal 
nuance, an attitude, a particular way of treating a set of themes. The abil­
ity to appreciate these fictional representations depended not so much on 
Srihaqa's poem as it did on the codes that the Nai~ad!Ji)'a conjured for a 
model readership that could comprehend them. These verses are oblique 
forms of prasasti, as their ventriloquism comes across as a form of inspired 
flattery. Take, for example, this verse from the seventeenth-century Hindi 
poet Biharilal, one of Srihar~a's literary descendants: 

My eyes travelled upwards 

after negotiating the mountain heights of your breasts; 

they wished to climb to the wondrous beauty 

of your face; but alas, having fallen 

in the pit of the dimples of your chin, 

they got stuck up there forever.'> 

While the prasasti verses reflect the cumulative momentum built up 
around critical engagements with the Nai~adhiya, verses attributed to 
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Sr!har~a speak to the existence of an effect that the Nai?adhiya tradi­
tion comes to possess, whereby audiences feel they can gain access 
to Sr!har~a's voice, style, and personality and creatively redeploy his 
imaginative consciousness in contexts that transcend the Nai?adhiya 
and its poet.30 

The desire on the part of premodern literary communities in South 
Asia to emulate Sr!haqa's style rests on a sympathetic identification that 
we generally find absent in colonial-era scholarship that has introduced 
the poem to many students both within and outside of India. Colonial-era 
critical approaches often connected the Nai?adhiya to new ideologies of 
aesthetic order that sometimes valorized though often punitively judged 
the "decadence" of the Nai?adhiya in light of the earlier classical models 
fashioned by the foundational poet Kalidasa. Very often, critics from this 
era uncompromisingly privileged a type of Romantic poetry that held 
favor among the European writers on aesthetics at the time. As Bronner 
has suggested with regard to the reception of Sanskrit sle?a poetry during 
this period, the standard-bearer for "good" poetry was Kalidasa, whose 
work was "natural, simple, humane, and expressive."n Guided by these 
principles, critics of Sanskrit literature, while acknowledging Sr!har~a's 
achievements, could not restrain themselves from comparing his work 
to Kalidasa's. 32 Thus, for example, we have a train of reflections on what 
Sr!har~a's work lacks: 

We have grace of expression and melody of verse in abundance in Srihaqa, 

but we miss the charming simplicity of Kalidasa. In spite of neatness of 

versification and beauty of diction, richness of imagery and parade of 

learning, it fails to touch the heart of the reader like Kalidasa's poems, 

where the words flow spontaneously from the pen of the poet even as the 

tiny sefiilikii flowers drop down, of themselves, in the early autumn morn. 

Where we have svabhiivokti in Kalidasa, we find vakrokti and atisayokti in 

Srihaqa; where we have upam'! in Kalidasa, we find utprek$ii in Srihaqa; 

where we have suggestiveness in Kalidasa, we find double entendre in 

Srihaqa. 33 

Baldev Upadhyaya, in his encyclopedic Hindi work on the Sanskrit pan­
dits ofBenaras, calls the Nai$adhiya "unique" (aniithi), a poem that is more 
rational (masti?k hi po$) than emotional (man kei to$). W. Yates, who also 
recognized the importance of the poem for scholars in Benaras, favor­
ably compares Sr!har~a with the Latin poets, but still within a rubric of 
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"good poetry" that is not necessarily reflective of attitudes held by pre­
modern Indian audiences: 

In 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 meters and moral reflections, he competes 

with Horace; while in pomp of expression, diversity of imagery and minute­

ness of delineation he far exceeds them alJ.l' 

Many of these modern perspectives, as I will now demonstrate in the 
next chapters, bear only a faint trace of earlier attitudes taken toward 
the Nai~adhfya in commentaries and other premodern genres of literary 
criticism. 
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I
N TERMS of inaugurating a tradition of the poem, the first signifi­
cant complement to Srihaqa's own autobiographical gestures is a 
set of Sanskrit commentaries on the Nai?adh!ya. Over eight centuries, 

the poem has been an object that commentators have enthusiastically 
gravitated toward and, in distinctive ways, have invested with a gravi­
tas befitting a classic work. From the thirteenth to twentieth centuries, 
the Nai?adhfya attracted more commentaries than any other Sanskrit 
mahakiivya, and, because the first one appears only fifty years after the 
poem does, Srihar~a·s masterwork offers an ideal site to study a relatively 
uninterrupted commentarial tradition of a major premodern South Asian 
literary work. Our study of the Nai?adh!ya's influential role in the history 
of South Asia's literary traditions, therefore, begins with these commen­
taries and their authors. Individually and collectively, as far as we can tell, 
commentators constitute both an early community of creators and the 
long-standing subjects of what I have been calling a Nai?adh!ya tradition. 
Accordingly, this chapter sets out first to locate the major commentar­
ies on the poem in time and space and to identify, where possible, lin­
eages and relationships among them and the turning points in the poem's 
reception they ultimately come to represent. 

Sheldon Pollock, in writing about the difficulties implicit in historiciz­
ing various aspects of Sanskrit's literary culture, notes the following: 

The generations of Sanskrit poets could be thought of as simultaneous 

because in one important sense they were. They continued to be read and 

copied, discussed and debated, and to provide important models of artistic 

fashioning for uninterrupted centuries. However scholars might wish to 
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periodize Sanskrit literary culture, it is crucial to bear in mind such local 

procedures, by which, as part of its fundamental self-understanding, 

the culture sought to resist all periodization.' 

In important ways, which I will discuss shortly, I think the works of com­
mentators also "resist all periodization." Nevertheless, I argue now, we 
find several distinct phases of commentary writing that can be histori­
cally graphed into blocks of, more or less, two or three centuries. Thus, 
I identify commentaries from the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries 
as early encounters with the Nai~adhiya; commentaries from this period 
seek to find an appropriate lens with which to interpret this relatively 
new poem. Only two generations removed from Srihaqa, these works 
generally hold the poem's virtuosity in awe and, following the poet's 
implicit and explicit indications, respond to it either as an extraordinary 
aesthetic creation or as a challenging work of profound scholarship in 
need of thoughtful explication. By the second phase, in contrast, which 
begins sometime early in the fifteenth century, the Nai~adl1iya is already 
well established in the institutions of scholastic culture. Unlike the ear­
lier commentaries before the fourteenth century, which arguably oper­
ated under a precanonical consciousness that largely identified with the 
author, commentaries from this later period show that the Nai~adhiya 
had become an object of tense debate around which an audience of read­
ers and scholars competed for hermeneutic control. Whereas a spate of 
encomia (prasasti) dedicated to Srihar~a and the Nai~adhiya can be found 
in earlier commentaries, the works from this second period of scholar­
ship hardly mention this particular poet and poem as entities distinct 
from other poets and poems. 

I argue that they focused, rather, on the Nai~adhiya as one among sev­
eral works marked for use in institutions of Sanskrit learning. Discussed 
during this period as much for its virtuosity as for the properties it held 
in tension, the Nai~adhiya became a locus for arguments about the very 
norms of good poetry. Taken up in greater detail in chapter 4 of this book, 
arguments that are implied in commentaries over the interpretations of 
single verses appear to be emblematic oflarger conflicts in motion. Most 
prominently, during this period, the Nai~adhiya seems to have become as 
notorious for its literary transgressions (do~a) as it became renowned for 
its literary virtues (gu~a). Commentators reveal at various turns in their 
analysis ambivalent feelings about the Nai~adhiya's radically imaginative 
use oflanguage and trope, what one might call in Sanskrit its kalpancljatila 
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("twisted forms of imaginative expression"); or, using a Greek term from 
Western classical rhetoric that the rubric of do~a implies, they identify 
the poem's catachresis (literally "[deliberate] misuse"), which, as a literary 
term, connotes daring overextensions of language use that challenge, or 
perhaps fly in the face of, linguistic norms and conventions. Thus, within 
commentarial culture, an ironic situation arose during the fifteenth cen­
tury whereby the very quality of the Nai~adhiya upon which much of its 
reputation was built also became a site for critical disapproval. 

Closely related to this developing discourse about the poem's suit­
ability as a model of elegant, if not stylistically normative, usage is the 
Nai~adhiya's being classed with other classics of the mahakavya genre. 
Commentators from the fifteenth century were also the first to write 
commentaries on a fixed set of five Sanskrit poems to which they gave the 
name pafrcamahakavya ("the five [classic] mahakavya"), a category I dis­
cuss in this chapter. I suggest that the Nai~adhiya had a prominent role in 
galvanizing the pafrcamahakavya formulation and fortifying its appeal as a 
useful canonical category. And Nai~adhiya commentators of the fifteenth 
century (Mallinatha and Caritravardhana), owing to the popularity of 
their gloss on all five of these poems, had an influential role in establish­
ing and facilitating the propagation of the Nai~adhiya as a canonical work. 
From the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries, commentary writing on the 
Nai~adhiya reveals that the debates and tensions manifested in the works 
of a previous generation of scholars reached some measure of equilibrium 
and ultimately consolidated the Nai~adhiya's status as a classic of Sanskrit 
literature. Commentaries from this era are far more demanding works, as 
they now confidently treat the Nai~adhiya as a classic work that deserves 
an interpretive energy that transcends the merely referential function 
of earlier works to include finding polyvalent meanings and scholastic 
references at every turn in Srlhaqa's verses. As we shall see later, only 
two commentaries are available from the nineteenth century and a single 
one from the twentieth century, all of which largely follow earlier trends 
in Nai~adhiya scholarship. 

Surveying the development of Nai~adhiya commentaries from the 
thirteenth to twentieth centuries, we learn that the very genre of com­
mentary, as it develops around the Nai~adhiya, evolves and shifts in unpre­
dictable trajectories and that, despite the rhetoric and appearance of 
commentaries as uniform documents moving in fixed patterns across time 
and space, they are situated in specific historical contexts. Commentaries 
on the poem first appear in thirteenth-century western India and seem 
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to reach their zenith in the seventeenth century as a pan-Indian phe­
nomenon. Relatively few are composed in the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries, and the ones available are generally derivative of earlier works. 
A detailed chronology of all known commentaries poses an insurmount­
able challenge, as quite a few of the works we know about prove difficult to 
date with any certainty. We can reconstruct, however, a fairly clear under­
standing of the major commentaries whose manuscripts were copied 
down over centuries and safeguarded in libraries and private collections. 
While the names of approximately fifty such commentaries on the poem 
have come down to us, many more were probably composed than have 
survived. Of these fifty, only about ten complete commentaries before the 
twentieth century are available in manuscript form, five of which have 
now been partially or fully edited and published as books or dissertations. 
These five include the three printed editions of the Nai?adillya with com­
mentaries by Mallinatha (fifteenth century), Narayarya (sixteenth cen­
tury), and Caryc;luparyc;lita (thirteenth century), as well as partial editions 
with the commentaries of Narahari and Gadadhara (both dissertations 
recently completed in India).2 

WHAT COMMENTARIES DO 

On the one hand, Sanskrit commentaries, in general, appear to have a for­
mat that is uniform and formulaic. 3 Each resembles the other and, using 
Sheldon Pollock's phrase, its style "memorializes, even mimics, an oral 
pedagogy."~ They are structured to maximize efficiency and perform stan­
dard functions that include: reordering the syntax of the original text to 
make it easier to read; explaining difficult Sanskrit words or phrases with 
simpler ones (a sort of intralinear gloss); supplying references to texts on 
grammar and poetics to identify distinctive linguistic usages and tropes; 
and occasionally providing remarkable interpretations to either clarify 
or stretch the text's intended semantic structures. Along with the foun­
dational science of grammar (vyclkara1,1a)-al! commentators, it seems, 
are required to be first-rate grammarians-the hermeneutic impulses 
of a Sanskrit commentator on kclvya invariably presuppose a critical 
investment in the fundamentals of literary science (sclilitya-siistra) as 
well, which, among other things, includes: identifying the poem's liter­
ariness (kclvya-lak?atza) in terms of its chief emotional sentiments (rasa), 
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figures of speech and sense (alarihira), diction ( vrtti), style (r!ti), and poetic 
conventions (kavi-sarnaya); discovering the dynamics of its language 
(sabda-vyiipara) in connection with its denotative (abhidha), connotative 
(/ak~wzcl), and suggestive (vyaiUana) power; delineating the hero (nayaka) 
and heroine's (nc"iyika) various psychological states; and deliberating on 
felicitous and infelicitous poetic usages (gu~za and do~a, respectively) from 
the point of view of an acculturated sense of taste customarily prescribed, 
or at least described, within several centuries of texts on poetics. 

Technical information in these commentaries is often conveyed in 
technical language and generally deals with the grammaticality of an 
utterance, its meter, and the important figures of speech and sense. 
Finally, the semantic dimension of each verse is generally accounted for 
through the provision of synonyms, complex rewordings, or allusions to 
dictionaries (kosa). Though they occasionally open up the text's seman­
tic and pragmatic potential for the reader, rarely do these commentar­
ies 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 Sanskrit commentator 
usually employs conventional formulas rationally to 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 (dwz~ianvaya) or take a verb­
centered approach that tackles syntactic units (klzar,z~anvaya). Both of 
these formats (and their permutations) will be discussed in chapter 3, 

especially as they relate to the interpretive and pedagogical logic of 

Nai~adhfya commentarial practice. 
It is very likely that historically the Sanskrit commentary, and its uti­

lization in institutional contexts, established works like the Nai~adhiya 
as instruments necessary for the preservation and creative continuity 
of Sanskrit learning. Through the writing of a commentary, the Sanskrit 
intellectual's dual functions of research scholar and teacher were tested. 
The Nai~adfzfya's reception history demonstrates the extent to which its 
commentators were conscious of the investments demanded of them to 
undertake the task of commenting on the poem. The challenge posed 
by a work like Nai~adfziya subsumed for them an exciting glimpse into 
genuine literary progress and, I argue, deeper access into an elite culture 
of pedagogy. 
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EARLY ENCOUNTERS WITH THE NAI~ADHiYA 

I begin with the first two commentators of the poem, both of whom 
worked in the second half of the thirteenth century in the Vaghela 
courts of western India, whose capital city Dhavalakkaka (Dholaka) was 
near modern-day Ahmedabad. The first commentary is by Vidyadhara 
and is eponymously entitled the Siihityavidyiidhari (Commentary of 
Vidyadhara, Expert on Literature); the second is by Cal)9upal)9ita and 
is called Nai$adhadipikii (A Bright Lamp on the Nai$ad/ziya). The Vaghela 
kings succeeded the Solankis (Calukyas) in the region of Gujarat in the 
late thirteenth century and apparently continued Solatiki traditions of 
patronage for scholars and artists. According to a later legend found in 
Rajasekharasuri's sixteenth-century Prabandhakosa, a collection of quasi­
historical narratives (prabandha), the Nai$adhiya was introduced to the 
Sola tiki courts in the latter part of the twelfth century or during the early 
years of the thirteenth century (only a short time after it was originally 
composed) under the stewardship ofVastupala, the chief minister of King 
Bhima II (1179-1239 CE).5 The earliest known commentator, Vidyadhara, 
belonged to the court of Visaladeva (c. 1250 CE), the son of VIradhavala 
(founder of the Vaghela lineage).6 The Siihityavidyiidhari commentary 
stresses the value of the Nai$adhiya's literary craft and the necessity of 
understanding literature (siihitya-siistra) systematically to grasp the text's 
elusive meanings. Aptly named, therefore, this inaugural work of the 
Nai$adhiya tradition concentrates almost solely on the poem's rhetori­
cal excellence by identifying, and then supplying, the technical names of 
various figures of speech used by Srihar~a. In a verse found in one manu­
script of this commentary, an unnamed scribe summarizes Vidyadhara's 
contribution as follows: 

Long live that commentary called Siihityavidyiidlwri, 

always beautiful and respectably established alongside 

the Nai~adlriya, a poem of incomparable delight for the heart and mind. 

This commentary shines a light on the poem's fresh rasas. 

Meant for connoisseurs, it illuminates with ease the poem's 

deep sentiments, hidden meanings, and elegant figures of speech.' 

As the comments of the scribe above suggest, Vidyadhara's work is clear, 
focused, and precise in its efficient explanations of the Nai$adlliya's lan­
guage and tropes. Vidyadhara seems to have been the first of a long string 
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of commentators and critics drawn to the rhetorical dimension of the 
poem. Commentators that follow him, in fact, mention his commentary 
by name when they reflect on Srlhaqa's eminence as a wordsmith. 

A second commentator, Cal).c,iupal).c,iita (c. 1290 CE), was a near con­
temporary of Vidyadhara and received patronage from the Vaghela 
king Sarangadeva during the last decade of the thirteenth century. 
Cal).c,iupal).c,iita provides us information about his scholastic family and 
the distinctions he earned as scholar (paiJ~ita) and as Vedic priest (samrat, 
sthapati, dik$ita). He tells us that his Bright Lamp commentary was on the 
"new poem called Nai~adha" (kc!vyar/1 navam nai~adham), which he stud­
ied with his poetry teacher Munideva.8 From the earliest available manu­
script of the commentary (1386 CE), we also learn that Cal).c,iupal).c,iita's 
younger brother Talhal).a (also a scholar) filled in some of the lacunae left 
after most manuscripts of the Nai~adhadipikii were burned by "barbarians" 
(mleccha). 9 Cal).c,iupal).c,iita is fully aware ofVidyadhara's commentary, and 
it is likely, according to]. )ani (the recent editor of Cal).c,iupal).c,iita's com­
mentary), that his commentary's manuscript record is conflated in places 

with Vidyadhara's; it appears that scribes of Vidyadhara's commentary 
frequently supplied Cal).c,iupal).c,iita's gloss when they seem to have found 
that Vidyadhara's comment was no longer extant. 10 

Cal).c,iupal).c,iita writes in his preface that his predecessor Vidyadhara, 
while "helpful," neglected to pay sufficient attention to the more learned 

aspects of Srlhar~a's poem: 

Vidyadhara has composed a helpful commentary 

but its eloquence doesn't quite release Srihaqa's profundity. 

Moving clouds frequently carry water 

from one shore of the ocean to the other and in all directions. 

Can that water be knee-deep anywhere? 11 

Here, Cal).c,iupal).c,iita suggests that Vidyadhara's commentary is adequate 
insofar as the elucidation of Srlhaqa's rhetoric-the poet's mastery 
over literary figuration (alarikiira)-goes. However, for Cal).c,iupal).c,iita, 
the Nai$adhiya's explicit and embedded references to other learned dis­

ciplines (siistra) also need explanation to do full justice to Srlhar~a's 
"profundity" (gambhfratii). Therefore, through citations and discus­
sions of varying lengths on the entire range of Sanskrit siistra (grammar, 
logic, ritual, metaphysics, law, science, etc.) available in the Nai~adhfya, 

Cal).c,iupal).c,iita takes us through the vast intellectual worlds Srlhaqa lived 
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in as he wrote the poem.12 He also provides us with the first set of details 
about Srihaqa's biography, a topic I take up separately in a later chapter. 

While three other commentaries from the thirteenth century are 
attested to in manuscript catalogs, they are either too fragmentary to 
be of any use or no longer survive.n In the fourteenth century, however, 
several fascinating commentaries on the Nai$adfziya were composed. Two 
especially notable ones seem to have emerged in monastic contexts in 
northern and southern India. One was by a Saiva ascetic from VaratJasi 
named Isanadeva, and the other was by Vijayanagara's Narahari, a scholar­
ascetic of the Dasanami order (exponents of Advaita Vedanta). Kinadeva 
notes in the beginning of his commentary, entitled Nai$adfzatippa~wm (A 
Brief Gloss on the Nai$adhiya), that he is aware of and indebted to both 
Vidyadhara's and CatJ9upatJ9ita's commentaries on the Nai$adlziya. He 
offers warm praise to Vidyadhara's contribution in a series of verses at 
the beginning of his commentary and provides a short explanation of his 
methodology: 

Let those scholars who are curious 

about the delineation of poetic figures in Srihar~a·s poem 

either employ their own aptitude toward discovering it 

or let them consult Vidyadhara's commentary, 

a thorough exploration of the subject from all perspectives. 

Whatever I might say on the matter 

is generally in deference to him alone 

and is not the result of my own diligence. 

I have composed this commentary on Nai$ad1Ifya 

from a Sa iva point of view to please the good. 

I've produced this work adopting the method of bees 

gathering small gobbets of honey (miidhukari). 

Therefore, scholars of poetry should not ridicule it. 

Every commentator's work tries its best to explain its source. 

And so, I admit that my own work follows 

my teacher's commentary on the source poem. 11 

Isanadeva describes his commentary here as taking the form of mc'idlmkari, 
which can refer to: the way bees gather honey, the custom by which ascet­
ics accept food from selected households, or, as is probably meant in this 
context, an eclectic method of commenting whereby portions from other 
commentaries are cobbled together to produce a synthetic work. 1

' 
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Some fifty years after iSi.inadeva in Varat,1asi (c. 1320 CE), Narahari com­
posed the first commentary available from South India. The colophons at 
the end of each canto of his commentary inform us that Narahari worked 
under the king of Trilinga (Telangana), a Vijayanagara prince ruling 
during the mid-fourteenth century, and that he was a pupil of the great 
Advaita teacher Madhava Vidyaral).ya. 16 This would make Narahari's com­
mentary the earliest from a philosophical lineage closely affiliated with 
Srihar$a's own Advaita orientation. His commentary, however, does not 
reflect a particularly sectarian mode of interpretation. In fact, bearing the 
same name as Cat,19upa1).9ita's commentary, Nai$adhadipika (Bright Lamp 
on the Nai$adhiya), Narahari's commentary also mirrors his colleague's 
strategy of reading the Nai$adhiya as a repository of learned references.' 7 

A noteworthy fact about Narahari's commentary is that among the early 
commentaries on this poem, it had the widest circulation geographi­
cally. It was popular in Kashmir for centuries, and manuscripts of it in 
Sarada script can be found in several manuscript libraries in India todayY 
The dispersion of commentaries across vast geographical spaces and the 
development of regional recensions are phenomena not very well under­
stood, but, as Pollock explains, the "provenance of commentators is likely 

to be a key factor in textual regionalization": 

Commentators were editors as much as exegetes, and the editions they estab­

lished often became dominant in a given region (these, too, however, circu­

lated widely outside their script area, so much so that commentaries of the 

tenth-century Kashmiri scholar Vallabhadeva were studied assiduously in fif­

teenth-century Andhra).Just how such editions were established also largely 

escapes us, as do the text-critical principles they were based on. We do know 

that commentators typically collected and compared manuscripts in order 

to constitute their text. In some instances efforts were made to secure copies 

from all over the subcontinent.''' 

Admittedly working with limited source material, Pollock suggests that 
the wide distribution of commentaries, such as Vallabhadeva's work 
on Kalidasa and, in the case of the Nai$adhiya, Narahari's Bright Lamp, 
may imply forms of text-editing practices of which we have little knowl­
edge now. One thing that is certain is that geography did not restrict 
the transmission of commentaries between and among commentators 
working distantly from each other. As I mentioned earlier, isanadeva (in 
Varat,1asi) acknowledges his debt to both Vidyadhara and Ca1).9upa1).9ita, 
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commentators from Gujarat, whose commentaries he had before him 
while he composed his own gloss of the Nai?adh!ya. 

Another notable commentary from the fourteenth century (1335 CE) 

was by a scholar named Bhavadatta (or Bhavadeva). His commentary has 
two names, Nai?adhasarasarasvati (The Learned Essence of the Nai?adh!ya) 
and Nai?adhagii~thapadavivrti (Explanations of the Nai?adhiya's Esoteric 
Words). Bhavadatta was from Varal)asi and evidently belonged to the 
same clan as the tenth-century polymath Vacaspati Misra. He makes an 
intriguing point that there were "many" (anekii) commentaries available 
when he was writing his, which would indicate that already, by his time, 
the Nai?adh!ya had become an immensely popular poem. After making 
this point, in a spirit characteristic of his contemporaries (isanadeva and 
Narahari), Bhavadatta deferentially writes the following: 

Mine cannot stand in comparison to these other commentaries. Having not 

studied with several teachers, even a learned scholar is unable to say any­

thing about the Nai~adhiya. My own sophomoric effort to comment on the 

poem will certainly be ridiculous to the learned literary specialists. 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 a child?'0 

He concludes that his work, therefore, in light of other commentaries, 
gives off light like a glowworm (klwdyota) in the presence of the moon's 
luster (indu-kanti). Bhavadatta also apparently wrote a commentary on 
another difficult poem, Magha's Sisupalavadha, and it seems that his work 
continued to be popular for centuries, as the seventeenth-century com­
mentator Bharatasena (Bharatamallika) from Bengal seems to have been 
familiar with Bhavadatta's Nai?adh!ya commentary when he wrote his own. 

Many of these early encounters with the Nai$adh!ya (from the thirteenth 
and fourteenth centuries) suggest attempts to structure, through the writ­
ing of a commentary, an experience of reading a new and strange poem, 
to harness, as it were, what a tenth-century Sanskrit literary theorist 
(Ra_jasekhara) speaks of as a form of connoisseurship that entails the ability 
to "imaginatively re-create" (bfzavayitri pratibha) for oneself what the poet 
has the power genuinely to create (karayitripratiblui).Z 1 Borrowing language 
from post-structuralist literary theory, we might say that commentaries 
from this period are open, to the extent that, before the poem becomes 
ensconced in normative (and thus passive) patterns of reception in the 
fifteenth century, they are still writing the Nai?adh!ya's significance under 
the influence of the poem's own overt indications or implicit suggestions.22 
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THE NAI~ADHiYA IN SCHOLASTIC CULTURE 

The late-fourteenth and early-fifteenth centuries represent a turning 
point in scholarship on the Nai~adhiya. By this time, the poem had become 
a fixture in scholarly discussions and debates about mahc!kavya. We can 
infer this partly, I submit, because, for the first time, eschewing a singular 
focus on issues of interpretation, commentaries from this era begin explic­
itly to argue with each other about text-critical issues concerning correct 
readings and the identification of interpolations in the manuscript record. 
As such, they also find it challenging to fix a final version of the text that, 
presumably, can be claimed as authentic to Srihaqa's original vision and 
then used as an exemplar in pedagogical contexts. I discuss these hypothe­
ses and other topics related to editorial practices of Nai~adfziya commenta­
tors in chapter 4 but, from a historical point of view, it is important to note 
that commentaries explicitly emphasizing these concerns do not seem to 
emerge until the second half of the fourteenth century. 

The firstjain commentaries on the Nai~adhiya also emerged during this 
period as did the first translations of the poem into South Asia's regional 
languages. The two most well-known names from this new era ofNai~adhiya 
scholarship are Mallinatha and Caritravardhana. Both Mallinatha and 
Caritravardhana have written works on all five of what prove to be 
enduring classics of the mafzc!kc!vya genre, the so-called paficamahakavya 
("the five [classic] mal!elkc!vya"). The five works included two by Kalidasa, 
who probably wrote some time in the fourth or fifth centuries CE: the 
Raglmvarrzsa (The Lineage of Raghu) and the Kumarasambhava (The Birth 
of Kumara). The other three works were distinguished from Kalidasa's 
work both temporally and stylistically; they were the seventh-century 
poet Bharavi's Kiratilrjtmiya (Arjuna and the Kirata); eighth-century 
Magha's Sisupc!lavadha (The Slaying ofSisupala); and, of course, Srihar~a's 
Nai~adhiya. One of the earliest sources we have that places all four of these 
authors together is in a Jain Sanskrit work by Munibhadrasuri entitled 
Sc!ntinc!thacarita, which was composed, according to A.N.jani, in 1354 CE.

23 

From what I can tell, the category of paficamahclkavya is the earliest-and 
most important-articulation of a Sanskrit literary canon in South Asia, 
emblematic to the mahc!kc1vya genre and central to mahakc!vya education, 
of which Srihar~a and the Nai~adhiya are the final members. This list, in 
turn, engenders several other sub lists that rearrange the works and poets 
along other numerical vectors. Ultimately, the paficamahiikc!vya formula­
tion, which began, I surmise, as a nascent formation of a Sanskrit liter­
ary canon in the fourteenth century, became a dominant paradigm in 
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South Asia to frame canonical works, and similar lists emerge in regional­
language literary cultures.21 My postulation is that the Nai?adfziya had an 
equally significant role in catalyzing the second most common subdivision 
of the paficamahakiivya formation, which follows a modeling perhaps first 
seen in the context of Ji.yurveda classics. As the eponymous Carakasarphita 
and Susrutasarphita along with Vagbha~a's A?tc"irlgafzrdaya compose the "big 
three" (brhattrayi) of Ji.yurveda's textual corpus, so too do the Kiratatjunlya, 
the Sisupc'ilavadha, and the Nai?adhiya form the brfzattrayl of mahakc!vya. 
As a complement to the brhattrayi formulation, the two mahcikc'ivya of 
Kalidasa, the Raghuvarr1sa and the Kumarasamblwva, are combined with 
the shorter poem Meghadtlta (The Cloud Messenger) to form the "light 
three" (laghutrayi). In some contexts, Bhatti's Rclvar_~avadha (The Killing of 
Ravat:Ia)-usually referred to as the Bhattikavya-is sometimes added for 
symmetry to the laglmtrayl instead of Meglwdtlta. By displacing canonic­
ity to the works and not to the individual personas, the idea of"five great 
works" or to the laglmtrayl/brhattrayl distinction leaves room for changes 
as, for example, the Bhattikc'ivya's inclusion into the canon. 

The significance of the laghutrayl/brhattrayl formulation in kavya con­
texts historically invites different interpretations but becomes rather 
crudely transformed in much of twentieth-century criticism as a critical 
code of so-called natural versus decadent poetry-the laghutrayl ofKalidasa 
being chaste, lucid, natural but the brhattrayl artificial, overwrought, dec­
adent. Initially, however, my hypothesis is that the distinction between 
the two sets of texts probably emerged out of a need in Sanskrit peda­
gogical culture to distinguish the "easier" texts ofKalidasa from the more 
intellectually demanding works of Bharavi, Magha, and Srlhaqa. These 
three latter poets from the sixth, seventh, and twelfth centuries, respec­
tively, came also to be called the "trio of poets" (kavitrayi), a collective 
epithet that echoes an earlier representation of the "three sages" of the 
grammatical tradition (rmmitrayi). 25 

Mallinatha is the commentator most famously associated with com­
mentaries on the paficamahakc!vya. In fact, the commentator, whose long 

career probably crosses over from the late-fourteenth century to the 
early decades of the fifteenth century, is probably the most widely read 
and written about Sanskrit commentator of kc!vya in general/6 Born in 
western Andhra Pradesh, he worked in the courts of Sii1gabhupala at 
Rachakonda (c. 1370) and Devaraya I ofVijayanagara (1400-1410 CE). He 
explains in the preface to his commentary on Nai?adhiya why he entitled 
it the ]lvcltu (The Enlivener) and follows it with another verse about his 

~, 
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commentary's methodology, one that he repeats in all of his mahi:iki:ivya 
commentaries: 

For the sake of bringing back to life poet Srihaqa's true words, 

deadened by the poison of inferior commentaries, 

I have composed this commentary on Nai$adhfya 

called the "The Enlivener" Uivcltu). 

Nothing irrelevant and extrinsic to the root text is written here. 

I have commented on everything, 

using a method that properly construes 

words and their syntax (anvaya-nmkha)." 

Cluing us in to his critical temperament and disdain for much of the 
scholarship on kc!vya that preceded him, Mallinatha strikes a tone that is 
more professional and polemical-a stark contrast to the largely saccha­
rine statements of deference we witnessed in commentaries from earlier 
centuries. Mallinatha's frustration with ki:ivya commentaries resonates 
with tenth-century YogasL!tra commentator Bhoja's well-known remark 
about bad commentaries: 

Whatever is rather difficult to understand, 

that they avoid by saying "It is clear." 

With respect to the clear meanings, 

they over-elaborate with useless analysis of compounds, etc. 

Commentaries seem to confuse issues for readers 

by aimlessly prattling on unhelpfully at the wrong places.2
" 

Bhoja suggests that commentaries should do something similar to what 
Mallinatha claims his commentaries do: stay relevant and prove useful. 

The nature of the statements that Mallinatha makes also raises ques­
tions about to whom the commentaries are addressed. Implied in his 
words-and the very title of his commentary-is that he is writing both 
for what we may assume to be his students (if we presume that his com­
mentary was intended for general students of ki:ivya, which it does seem 
to be, and is certainly now) and for his community of rival commentators, 
whom he ironically depends upon to be an audience. We may cautiously 
speculate here that since the Nai~adh!ya, at this time, has begun to attract 
a great deal of attention from scholars from all over South Asia, with 
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statements like these, commentators like Mallinatha are resisting identi­
fication with what they deem to be the work of lesser scholars. In defend­
ing the superiority of his work against rival works, Mallinatha explicitly 
acknowledges the existence of other readers but implicitly shows himself 
to be a better, if not the best, reader of the Nai;;adlrlya.Z') His approach to 
the Nai;;adfzlya suggests a stark contrast with other commentaries that 
precede and follow his work. For example, his jivcltu lacks any kind of 
prasasti directed toward the poet or the poem, a departure from earlier 
(and later) commentarial practice. Furthermore, his preface is virtually 
uniform to all of the other outstanding malriikiivya he comments on, and 
it appears that he has no special affection for the Nai;;adlriya-that for him 
it is just another "great text" that necessitated a commentary. 

These features about his commentary, coupled with the fact that other 
commentators from this period mirror his approach to write formulaic 
commentaries on the same set of poems (Caritravardhana, for example, 
discussed later), leads one to think that a commentary on Nai;;adlzlya during 
this period served a function over and above the need for a gloss to a diffi­
cult poem. One hypothesis is that writing a commentary on the Nai;;adlziya 
conferred upon a scholar the title of mahiimalzopadlzyc!ya, Sanskrit ped­
agogical culture's equivalent of a modern university professorship. 30 

Indeed, many commentators on the Nai;;adlziya, as we gather from the 
prefaces to their work, emphasize their own youth when beginning to 
write their commentary. It is quite possible, therefore, that a commen­
tary on the Nai;;adhiya inaugurated the career of trained scholars rather 
than coming at the end of it. If an anonymous saying is to be believed­
"My vigor was spent on Magha's poem and the Meglladiita" (mc!ghe megl!e 
gatarrz vaya~z)-Mallinatha apparently spent most of his years comment­
ing on Kalidasa's Meghadiita (Cloud Messenger) and Magha's Sisupc!lavadlza 
(The Slaying of Sisupala). I contend that as he refers in all of his works to 
commentaries he wrote on all the other rnalu!kiivya-except for the jiviitu, 
which makes no mention of any commentary-it is very likely that he 
composed his commentary on the Nai;;adhlya first, an intriguing postula­
tion in light of the notion just cited that Nai;;adlziya was the poetic text one 
commented upon to receive credibility in courtly intellectual circles, in 
the form of the title rnahiimahopadlzyiiya. 

All of Mallinatha's commentaries convey the practice of a dedicated 
teacher explaining the technical points of grammar, meter, and lexi­
cography. In contemporary times, Mallinatha has become the butt of 
jokes that poke fun at gratuitous, self-righteous clinging to one's own 
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perspective-thus, in present-day Maharashtra, there is an expression 
of "doing a Mallinathi" (rnallinc!tlli-kara~zam) if one goes on and on about 
something.31 While Mallinatha's is the most well known among commen­
taries that begin with strong polemical statements, it appears that many 
commentators by the early sixteenth century might have embraced the 
Nai$adfliya as a site of contestation to emphasize the distinctive merits of 
their work as superior to that of their predecessors in terms of its useful­
ness as a critical and pedagogical work. Although we do not see this tone 
in important commentaries in the latter half of the sixteenth and seven­
teenth centuries, twentieth-century commentaries, as we shall see later, 
return to this pugnacious style perhaps, in no small measure, on account 
of Mallinatha's influence. For lack of any corroborating evidence, it is dif­
ficult to understand how exactly the Nai$adfliya might have functioned in 
the fifteenth century in pedagogical contexts. However, we may postulate 
its function during that period from the function it currently plays and 
has played for the past century: as an advanced-level text that culminates 
kc!vya education. 

Edwin Gerow notes in his article on primary Sanskrit education in 
contemporary India that Kalidasa's texts are used as part of the "inter­
mediate" training of the Sanskrit student (the kiivya level), roughly corre­
sponding to the fourth and fifth years of study, while more complex texts 
like the Sistlpc!lavadfla and the Nai$adfliya are undertaken for the more 
advanced sc!hitya level.32 In assessing the graded nature of the Sanskrit 
curriculum in his essay, Gerow finds that the study of the "best litera­
ture" reverses course from the way students are generally trained in the 
earlier phases of their instruction, where "mechanistic and repetitive 
techniques of study" dominate. He concludes, therefore, that the reading 
of more difficult kiivya, such as the Sisupc!lavadha and the Nai$adhacarita, 
"represent, in the literary history of Sanskrit, a kind of obscuring of the 
quality of limpidness and directness thought to be characteristic of 'clas­
sical' Sanskrit-and its most distinguished representative, Kalidasa."33 

Corroborating Gerow's observations, modern university textbooks and 
exam-review manuals confirm that students are commonly assigned the 
Ragfmva171sa at the beginning of their course of study and at least the first 
canto of the Sisupcllavadha and/ or Nai$adhiya at the end of their requisite 
curriculum.31 It seems that works of certain poets like Kalidasa-through 
works like ~Uusarr1flc!ra (the first printed Sanskrit work) and Ragfmva171sa­
were used to establish a standard language for Sanskrit students at the 
lower level of the school system, and others were used to regulate a graded 
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relaxation of norms and a more sophisticated usage of an ever-increasing 
complexity of linguistic and stylistic forms. It seems that collectively, the 
paricamahiikiivya represent a vital mechanism for reproducing cultural 
value from a moral and aesthetic point of view. The brhattrayl especially 
makes requisite close readings of linguistically and conceptually difficult 
poems, something highly desirable for the pedagogical aim of teaching 
elegant uses of Sanskrit. 

During the twentieth century, the Nai~adhiya has been a staple text of 
Sanskrit piithasiilii and university culture. The steady formation of the 
Nai~adhiya's literary identity today as an advanced textbook par excel­
lence in the Sanskrit curriculum was probably a result conditioned by 
centuries of critical engagements, chief among them being the numer­
ous commentaries on the poem. Jaydev ]ani informed me, for instance, 
that up until the mid-twentieth century, the entire the Nai~adhiya was 
required during the examination period (sr<!vana-mclsa-dak~inii-parlk~<!) 
to attain the Sanskrit degree of iiciirya in the Gaekwad-established 
Sanskrit curriculum at the MS University of Baroda. 1

' A.N. ]ani, cit­
ing S. Bhattacharya, mentions that up until the twentieth century, the 
Nai~adhiya was a required text in the Bengal university system as well. 36 

In fact, A.N.Jani cites a passage from the sixteenth-century Bengali poem 
Kavikaizkana Car:z~i that charts the course of h!vya study for the hero of 
the poem (Srlmanta Saudagar) and includes Kalidasa's Meglwdiita and 
Kumiirasambhava in addition to Nai~adhiya (jaimini-bhiirata-piita tave pa~e 
meghadiita nai~adha kumclrasambhava). 

Contemporary scholars of ma/zakavya in India invariably connect the 
Nai?adhiya with its role in school culture. For example, in the intro­
duction to his important monograph on Nai~adhiya (in Hindi), Candika 
Prasad Shukla explains that the study of the poem and the love of learn­
ing Sanskrit arose together for him during his student days, confessing 
that he and his peers in Sanskrit class eagerly anticipated the day that 
they would know enough of the language to be able to enjoy Srlhar~a's 
great mahcikiivya. 37 The most important reason Shukla gives for the 
anticipation rests on the idea (by Shukla's time widely impressed into 
Sanskrit school culture) that the Nai~adhiya was a "challenging" work 
and, as such, offered something different from the poems of Kalidasa. 
Recalling a personal memory, Sanskrit scholar Rewa Prasad Dvivedi 
recounted to me how his own teacher (the legendary Mahadev Shastri of 
Benares) used to participate in all-night bouts of anty<!k?ari where solely 
the verses of the Nai~adhlya were allowed.38 He also remembered that his 
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teacher would finish sessions of philosophy or sclstra study with verses 
from the Nai?adlziya, apparently to add levity to their otherwise seri­
ous studies. Anecdotes like this give some insight into the informal sites 
where mahiikclvya like the Nai?adhiya might have been enjoyed in the 
recent past. They also reinforce the Nai$adhlya's unsurprising popularity 
in Benares through seven centuries.39 

The other prominent commentator from the fifteenth century is the 
renowned Jain scholar Caritravardhana from Gujarat, who belonged 
to the Kharatara-gaccha in the lineage of the fourteenth-century 
polymath jinaprabhasuri and was a pupil of Kalyal).araja. Entitling it 
the Nai$adhatilaka (An Ornament to the Nai$adhiya), Caritravardhana 
probably composed his commentary during the middle of the cen­
tury (c. 1455 CE). From the few passages available to me, it seems that 
Caritravardhana, like Vidyadhara, focuses on Srihaqa's use of trope. He 
provides, for example, a quasi-statistical breakdown of the poet's most 
frequent usages [alliteration (anupriisa) followed by double meaning 
(sle$a) and repeated phoneme "twinning" (yamaka)] and also emphasizes, 
as Vidyadhara had, that Srihar~a primarily uses trope to enhance the 
narrative and not simply to craft clever, pictorial verse (citrabandha). 40 He 
also aims to clarify textual readings in various places, and glosses from 
his commentary are frequently found as marginalia in the manuscripts 
of other, even earlier, commentaries. 11 

Alongside Caritravardhana and Mallinatha, the third major Nai$adhiya 
commentator from the latter half of this century, named Gadadhara, 
has only recently become more widely knownY Gadadhara's commen­
tary, simply referred to as "Gadadhara's Commentary" (Gcldcldhari), was 
composed in a city called Kroc,ia in an area known as the Antarvedi, the 
country lying between the two sacred rivers Ganga and Yamuna (Doab). 
Like Ca!f~lupa!f9ita, Gadadhara also provides biographical details about 
Srihar~a, locating him under Govindacandra's patronage and not in the 
court of Govindacandra's grandson Jayacandra. The role commentaries 
play in filling out the details of Srihar~a's life is discussed at length in 
chapter 6. There are names of several other commentaries from the fif­
teenth century in older lists, some that seem to have been very long and 
involved works, such as the commentary of a certain Jain scholar named 
Municandra SliriY Nevertheless, the three that have come down to us, 
especially Mallinatha's and Gadadhara's, prove indispensable to under­
standing some of the major trends in Nai$adhiya text-critical scholarship 
among pre-sixteenth century exegetes. 
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A POSTCANONICAL CULTURE OF COMMENTARY 

The early sixteenth century marks yet another turning point in the his­
tory of the Nai?adhfya's reception among commentators. It was at this 
point that the most widely used commentary of the Nai?adlzfya, and, 
indeed, one of the most unique commentaries in all of Sanskrit literary 
culture, emerged from western India (Maharashtra), written by a scholar 
named Naraya~a Be<;larakara. Narayal)a's Nai;;adlzfyaprakiisa (A Light on the 
Nai?adhfya), in the words of nineteenth-century Indologist E. Roer, "has a 
thorough appreciation of the beauties of Srlhar~a. and is fully able to fol­
low him into the labyrinthine windings whether of fancy or expression. 
He explains with accuracy and nicety all those passages which, from the 
double meanings of words or their rare use, from the elaborate structure 
of the sentence or from the obscurity of allusion or circumstance, would, 
otherwise remain unintelligible.''11 The Nai?adhfyaprakc!Sa (or Prakasa), fol­
lowing the trend in Nai?adhfya scholarship begun in the fifteenth century, 
participated in fixing correct readings but adds to this project an inter­
pretive exuberance, beyond Cal)<;lupal)<;lita's obsession with finding philo­
sophical references, to locate as many esoteric meanings as possible from 
Srlhar~a·s poetry. This he does, as we shall see in the next chapter, largely 
through creatively reconfiguring word divisions and using a series of con­
ventional strategies (like dropping or adding a syllable) to yield alternate 
or double meanings (sle?a). Narayal)a is not consistent in this approach 
throughout the poem but picks choice opportunities to demonstrate the 
elasticity of Srlhar~a·s language. 

Unlike earlier commentators, Narayal)a seems to treat the text of the 
Nai?adhfya as an object that can be both interpreted and performed. In his 
commentary, he dutifully explains standard, generally accepted, mean­
ings of Srlhar~a's verses first; however, at the next moment, he converts, 
replaces, or supplements them with new ones. His commentary is deeply 
sensitive to the overt and covert intertextuality of the poem-a consistent 
feature we identified in Srlhar~a·s propensity to shuttle back and forth 
between narrative tasks and adventurous forays into linguistic play or 
scholastic reference. Narayal)a, I argue, adapts a reading process that mir­
rors Srlhar~a's own resistance to habitual linguistic categories that deliver 
illusory forms of clarity and semantic closure and reflects what may be 
termed a "complexity effect" produced in Srlhar~a·s poetry. As we will 
see in the next chapter, Narayal)a frequently reconfigures the linguistic 
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signs of Srlhar~a's verse, often privileging a playful search for polyvalent 
significance in it over and above any kind of stable interpretive context.45 

The other two major commentaries from the sixteenth century seem 
to be anthological in scope. The first is by a scholar named Sridharasuri, 
who may have been a court scholar and poet of the Jain Tu!uva king 
Salvamalla, who ruled around 1550.46 His commentary is eponymously 
entitled Sridhariya and contains in the preface a note that the Nai~adhiya 
is a very popular text that is capable of yielding many meanings.'7 Like 
many earlier commentators, Srldhara also describes the learning neces­
sary to write a commentary on the Nai~adhiya at the end of his commen­
tary on the seventeenth canto. He gives us a snapshot of the intellectual 
training he needed to acquire before tackling the Nai~adhiya: 

Sridhara is victorious-an ocean of learning 

in poetry, Vedanta, logic, smrti, metrics, 

poetics, drama, purd1,7a, Veda, and Saiva doctrine. 

He has knowledge of medicine, yoga, economics, 

political science, mystical doctrines, ritual literature, and astrology;" 

The other important commentary comes from the last quarter of the six­

teenth century and is by Lak~mal',labhatta. Lak~mal',labhatta was from a 
well-known family of scholars who had come from southern India (the 
colophon uses the term dak~inatya) but were settled in Varal',lasl. His 
nephew Visvesvara (better known as Gagabhatta) also composed a com­
mentary on Nai~acUziya in the late seventeenth century. Lak~mal',labhatta's 
commentary is entitled Gu4fzarthaprakasika (A Light on Hidden Meanings), 
and like Sridhara's work, his commentary also appears to be a sort of an 
anthology of previous scholarship on the Nai~adhfya. He cites, for exam­
ple, Narahari, Mallinatha, and Bhavadatta in his commentary and claims 
to have gone through hundreds of others before writing his own work, 
even though his work, he claims, is better: 

I have commented on the Nai~adha by following 

a path not seen by the others. 

Although there may be a hundred decent commentaries 

on the Nai$adhiya by good scholars, 

still at least a handful among them will be able to discern 

how special this one is.!) 
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We see in Laksmanabhatta's commentary yet another change in attitude . . .. 
toward commentary writing. In channeling the language of Srihar~a's 
boasts about the Nai?adhlya, who, as we saw earlier, had famously 
written that his poem clears a path never trod upon by other poets, 
Lak~mm;abhatta seems to elevate the status of the commentary genre 
by suggesting its worthiness to be spoken of with a rhetoric one usually 
associates with the creative text. Drawing attention to his work's distinc­
tion in the same language Srihar~a uses to distinguish the Nai?adhlya from 
other works, Lak~mar;abhatta appears rhetorically to erase the assumed 
alterity between poems and commentaries. In other words, his bold asser­
tion suggests that by the sixteenth century, the hivya commentary had 
become an acknowledged subgenre in its own right. 

Lak~mar;abhatta also quotes the commentary of a near-contemporary 
scholar named Ramacandra Seg the only other significant commenta­
tor we have evidence for from this century. Ramacandra belongs to the 
famous Se~a family of Varal).asi, which produced notable scholars like 
the dharmasiistra author Kf~!Jase~a. Ramacandra's commentary is entitled 
Bhavadyotanikii (The Illuminator of Meanings), and, like Ciritravardhana, 
defends Srihar~a's unorthodox mahiihivya style. He writes, for example, that 
even though Srihar~a resists stock descriptions prescribed by various texts 
on poetics (introduction of the seasons, mountains, flower plucking, water 
sports, wine drinking, amorous games, etc.) if they clash with his narrative 
design, "it is not appropriate to say that the Nai?adhlya is not a mahiikc'ivya." 
He goes on to cite Dal).c,iin's Kavyiidarsa (1.20) to bolster his argument that 
leaving out some conventional aspect or other does not ruin a poem. 5° 

THE CONSOLIDATION OF A NAI~ADHfYA TRADITION 

Srihar~a, king of poets, has produced an extraordinary composition: 

The stage for her play is the peak of the palace of the learned heart. 

The activity backstage is the fashioning of novel sentiments. 

Her friends are the expressive manifestations of rasa. 

Her skillful acting is the careful use of words. 

Nai~adha-Nala-is the husband she lias chosen for hcrsel{" 1 

Visvesvara (aka GagabhaHa), seventeenth-century commentator 

All three commentaries-ofSridhara, Lak~mal).abhatta, and Ramacandra­
suggest that by the end of the sixteenth century, the Nai?adlzlya had 
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attracted a significant following among scholars and that a tradition of 
writing commentaries upon it had become well established. The sev­
enteenth century was then a time for consolidation of the tradition. 
Numerous commentaries seem to have sprung up during this period, and 
many of them seem to be derivative works that bring together earlier 
readings rather than produce novel interpretations. One such example 
is the commentary of Bhagiratha. Bhagiratha wrote his commentary in 
the northern courts of Uddyotacandra and Rudracandra, who ruled in 
Kurmacala (Kumaon) in what is now the Himalayan state of Uttarakhand. 
His eponymous Bhagirathi commentary attempts to distill in a succinct 
way all of the various interpretations that have proliferated in the eras 
preceding his. Bhagiratha quotes in his anthological work the Nai~adhiya 
commentaries of Narahari, Lak~ma1:,1abha~~a, Naraya1:,1a, Visvesvara, 
jagaddhara, TaJ:.19ava, Muku~a, and Mallinatha, among others. 52 

Two especially notable commentaries from this period are jinaraja's 
Nai~adhasukhavabodha (Guide to Easy Comprehension of the Nai~adhiya) 
and the Nai~adhiyapadavakyarthaparUikc! (Short Commentary on the 
Interpretation of the Nai~adhiya's Expressions) by Visvesvara (Gagabha~~a). 
Both were immensely learned scholars and leaders of their respective reli­
gious communities.jinaraja was born in Gujarat in 1591 CE, received initia­
tion at Bikaner into ajain order in 1600, and served as ajain guru of great 
repute until his death in 1643. His work reflects a culmination of centu­
ries of importance Jain scholarship had given to the Nai~adhiya.53 jinaraja 
alludes to this fact at the end of his gloss on the seventeenth canto: 

My work has been prepared with the assistance of many researchers who 

are aware of the numerous recent philosophical texts referenced in the 

Nai$adhfya. These researchers, who are expounders of the Jain point of view, 

are learned men in all the various s6stras, including literature, the dictionar­

ies, poetics, metrics, grammar, logic, etc. 5 1 

Like jinaraja, Gagabha~~a was a prolific writer and is famous for offici­
ating at the coronation of the Maratha emperor Chatrapati Shivaji in 
1674 CE. As mentioned earlier, he was a nephew to Nai~adhiya com­

mentator Lak~ma1:,1abhatta and his two brothers Dinakarabha~~a and 
Kamalakarabhatta, both important late-sixteenth-century commenta­
tors of kcivya, Vedic, and dharmasastra texts. other notable commentar­
ies from this century include Kashmiri commentator Ananda Rajanaka 
(Nai~adhiyatattvavivrti [Gloss on the Essence of the Nai~adhiya]), who 
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also wrote a commentary on Mammata's mid-eleventh-century poet­
ics work Kiivyaprakclsa in 1665 CE; the Nai~adlziyast!bodlw (Guide to Easy 
Comprehension of the Nai~adhiya) by Bengali commentator Bharatasena 
(or Bharatamallika), who lived in the village of Kaficrapara in Hooghly 
District51

; a work called Har~ahrdayam (The Heart of joy [or, alternatively, 
Srihaqa Secret]) by Gopinatha, a scholar probably from South India or 
perhaps Orissa16; a brief unnamed commentary by Bengali commenta­
tor Mahadeva Vidyavagisa; and Nai$adlziyavivrti (A Brief Gloss on the 
Nai~adhiya) by the well-known Gujarati Jain commentator Ratnacandra, 
who says in his commentary on Raglmvcu!!Sa that he composed his 
Nai~adh!ya commentary (now unavailable) early in his career (1612 CE). 

The poem's verses also serve as a source of inspiration for a 
seventeenth-century series of Pahari paintings on the Nala-Damayanti 
story; many of the frames of this series are accompanied by a Sanskrit 
commentarial gloss that exhibits an interesting nexus of textual com­
mentary with visual representation. About the paintings themselves, 
the art historian B.N. 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, mys­
tery 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.''57 He explains some of the approaches the artists take 
with the Nai$adh!ya's contents. For example, with respect to condensing 
the content ofSrihar~a's lush poetry into a painting's 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 lov­
ingly and long over this, but the artist condenses the sequence into four 
paintings and the pa~1~iita has to confine himself to describing the gist of 
the conversation on the fly-leaves of these four paintings."'8 The pa~1~ita 
that Goswamy refers to above is the commentator of the Citriirthadipikii 
(Lamp on the Meanings in the Painting), an anonymous Sanskrit commen­
tary appended to the paintings, whereby the relationship between each 
individual painting and Srihar~a's verses is elucidated for the viewer. 59 

Unlike the proliferation of commentaries in the seventeenth century, 
the eighteenth century presents an inexplicable lacuna in the record. 
Although there is a likelihood that several commentaries listed in man­
uscript catalogs were composed in the eighteenth century, none of 
them can be fixed to this century with any certainty. The only known 
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commentator likely from the early part of this century is another 
Visvesvara (son of Lak~midhara), who seems to have resided in a place 
called Anupasagara on the Ganges. He composed a number of works of 
poetry, drama, poetics, and logic as well as several scholarly commentar­
ies, including one on Bhanudatta's work on poetics (Rasamaf'Uarl) and the 
Nai$adhiya, which is entitled Bhc!vapradipa (Bright Light on Nai$adhiya's 
Meanings).6° From the nineteenth century, again only two commenta­
tors can be identified with any certainty: an eminent scholar and poet of 
Vishakhapatnam named Venkata Rail.ganatha, who lived between 1822 

and 1900, and a professor of rhetoric named Premacandra Tarkavagisa 
at the Sanskrit College in Calcutta. ]ani offers a few colorful details 
about Rail.ganatha's oeuvre, which includes an unnamed commentary 
on Nai$acUriya: that he held the customary title of "Eminent Preceptor" 
(mahc!mahopadhyc!ya), indicating his having many pupils, that he was 
"an exponent of the rational basis of the tales in Indian mythology," and 
that he composed a "gigantic Encyclopedia" of Sanskrit language and 
literature that still needs an editor.61 Premacandra composed a commen­
tary entitled Nai$adfriirrvayabodfrikc! (Elucidation on How to Construe the 
Nai$adhiya), which was edited by E. Roer for the Bibliotheca Indica Series in 
1856.62 He justifies his commentary in formulaic terms by insisting that 
it does not intend to supplant the numerous other commentaries that 
precede it but rather to help himself"better understand the subtle ideas 
of the Nai$adhiya." 61 

One important scholar from the Bengal region wrote a commen­
tary in the twentieth century: a mahiimahopadhyc!ya from Bangladesh 
(from the village Unasiya in the former East Bengal) named Sri Haridasa 
Siddhantavagisa. Haridasa, born into a family of scholars and work­
ing under the patronage of a certain Zamindar of Nakipura for much of 
his life, wrote numerous original works in Sanskrit and Bengali. He also 
penned commentaries on virtually all of the major works of Sanskrit 
literature and edited the text of the Mahc!bhc!rata in Bengali script.61 His 
Nai$adhiya commentary is entitledjayarrti (The Victorious One), and, sim­
ilar to commentaries like Mallinatha's jivc!tu, it claims superiority over 
other lackluster commentaries in its preface: "Cast aside the string of 
older commentaries: they lack poetic finery; they are dry of poetic senti­
ment and stripped of any excellence; they are difficult to understand and 
incomprehensible, wanting in any distinctive value and generally unex­
ceptional. Use this commentary on Nai$adhiya instead: it is new, clear, and 
composed with elegance."65 
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We have names (and occasional details) for twenty other commentators 
in the manuscript catalogs, potentially including works by the grandsons 
of commentator Mallinatha (Pe<,i<,iabhatta) and of the poet Srihar~a him­
self, a man named Kamalakara Gupta, who apparently composed a com­
mentary of sixty thousand stanzas (in the eight-syllabic sloka meter).66 It 
is likely that the claim about Pe<,i<,iabhatta is merely due to confusion, but 
the Kamalakara reference seems worthy to be entertained, if not entirely 
plausible.67 A.N.Jani writes wistfully about this lost commentary: 

This commentary is not mentioned in any catalogue including that of 

Aufrecht. The only source of information is a list of old works. The authen­

ticity of this list need not be questioned as the commentary of Gadiidhara, 

mentioned therein, and not referred to in other catalogues, has come down 

to us. [Kamalakara's] Bha~ya [commentary] has unfortunately not come down 

to us. If the extent mentioned in the list is correct, it must certainly be the 

most important [commentarial] work and when it will come to light it will 

solve many problems such as the biography of the poet, his native place, the 

extent of the poem, etc. for which at present we have to fall back upon con­

jectures. It is also important, because it comes from the grandson of the poet. 

Hence an authoritative commentary like this will throw, whenever found, 

much light on the external problems mentioned above, as well as the internal 

ones such as the correct text etc. But at present we can say only this much 

that we have to lament for the loss of such an important work like this and 

pray to the Almighty to bring it to light from some corner of India."" 

In addition to recovering a commentary from the poet's grandson, two 
other amazing discoveries would be if commentaries supposedly writ­
ten by famous poets associated with the Nai?adhiya tradition were to be 
rediscovered or discovered. Srinatha, the fifteenth-century Telugu poet 
of the famous (and first) translation of the Nai?adfziya, is believed by 
several scholars to have been a commentator on the poem. Almost cer­
tainly, however, the Nai$adhiya commentator Srinatha cannot be the same 
Srinatha who composed the Snigaranai$adlzam (or Nai?adhamll), as the 
fragment of the commentary (entitled Nai$adhiyaprakasana [Light on the 
Nai$adhiya]) indicates that the author was the son of a certain Srikaracarya 
and was patronized by a Racherla-Velama king (of Andhra Pradesh) 
named Siilgama Naya<,iu (Sarvajfia) in the early fourteenth century, at 
least a few decades before the birth of the Telugu poet."') The fourteenth­
century commentary, nevertheless, would be an important one to have, 
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as it would mark one of the earliest from South India and, judging from 
the fragmentary verses available from it, would provide valuable informa­
tion about the poem's reception during this early period: 

Bowing my head to those who are virtuous and praiseworthy and who know 

tradition, I write this commentary abandoning what should be abandoned 

as wrong and replace it with something that's right, even if it is brief. Damn 

those so-called scholars who, themselves being ignorant of correct meaning, 

spoil the poet's poem with their worthlessly wordy expositions. If a crow goes 

up to the sky and hovers above the ocean cawing, then what does it know of 

the depth and the jewels therein?'" 

Another intriguing possibility, built wholly on fragmentary evidence and 
conjecture, is that Kf$1)ananda, a Sanskrit mahiikavi from thirteenth­
century Orissa celebrated for his Nai?adhrya-inspired poem Sahrdayiinarzda 
(Pleasure for the Connoisseur), wrote a Sanskrit commentary on the 
Nai?adhrya as well. If this commentary did actually exist, it could be considered 
one of the earliest on the poem, contemporaneous with Cary<;lupary<;lita's.71 

CONCLUDING OBSERVATIONS 

The existing monuments form an ideal order among themselves, which is modified 

by the introduction of the new (the really new) work of art among them. The existing 

order is complete before the new work arrives; for order to persist after the superven­

tion of novelty, the whole existing order must be, if ever so slightly, altered; and so the 

relations, proportions, values of each work of art the whole are reacljusted; and this is 

conformity between the old and the new." 
T.S. Eliot 

When the Nai?actfziya became a classic for premodern audiences cannot 
be exactly traced to a particular moment. Being the most recent and 

the "last" of the great classic malziikiivyas, the poem's historicity is more 
intensively scrutinized by the Sanskrit commentators than perhaps that 

of any other of the canonical mahakiivyas. This may be largely because the 
Nai?adhiya seems actively to embed itself in a socio-historical moment. 
Its tradition has definite markers of who wrote the poem, where it was 
written, who it might have been written for, and how it came to be read in 
multiple spaces and within multiple temporalities. And yet, there are few 
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fixed, historical certainties. From the few hints we can gather from com­
mentaries and premodern oral traditions, the Nai~adhlya appears to have 
been squeezed into preexisting canonical formulations during the fif­
teenth century. Thus, for example, there is a famous couplet that groups 
the four mahakavis associated with the paricamahakavya, a designation 
that became prominent during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries: 

Kalidasa's analogies, 

Bharavi's profound meanings, 

and the graceful elegance of the Nai$adhfya's verse­

in Magha all three virtues are there." 

An earlier version of this verse reads: 

Kalidasa's analogies, 

Bharavi's profound articulations, 

and the graceful elegance ofDal,l~lin's verse­

in Magha, all three virtues are there." 

The move of replacing a new poet (Srlhar~a) for an older one (Daryc,Hn) 
while retaining the structure of a traditional verse here occurs in a eulo­
gistic stanza devoted to Magha's superiority, where each canonical author 
is distinguished for a particular virtue. In the reformulated verse, the 
sixth-/seventh-century prose master Dary9in's poetry is replaced with 
the Nai~adhlya, signaling perhaps a curricular move that foregrounds 
Srlhar~a's melodious verse to the diminishment of an earlier usage of 
Dary9in's. The replacement may suggest a particular strategy to account 
for newer works that emerge alongside earlier classics. The persistence 
of this aphorism's popularity is seen in local adaptations of the formula 
as well. For example, a Sanskrit verse from twentieth-century scholar of 
Oriya literature Pt. Mrutyufljaya Rath reads: 

The heroic Bhanja's analogies 

and profound meanings 

and the graceful elegance of the Kal/ola's verse­

in the Cintiimar,Ii, all three exist/5 

Rath's reproduction of the verse connects up the greats of the Oriya 
canon: seventeenth-century Upendra Bhaflja, Dinakr!?J:1a Dasa (seven­
teenth-century author of the nasa'kallola), and the eighteenth-century 
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author of Bidaddha Cintamar,zi, Abhimanyu Samanta Sinhara. It seems that 
during the second phase of the Nai~adhfya tradition's development (after 
the fifteenth century), evaluative criticism in the form of an influential 
store of anonymous verses about the Nai~aclhfya and its relationship to 
other canonical poems suddenly springs up and mushrooms around the 
reception of the text. For at least the past few hundred years, it appears 
that no study of the Nai~adhfya in India is complete without accounting 
for these verses, which have become integral parts of the tradition of the 
text itself. 

Instead of substituting the Nai~aclhfya, another formulation adds it to 
a preexisting formula of great authors and works. The original verses 
cleverly dramatize (through 5/e~a) a competitive rapport between Bharavi 
(seventh century) and Magha (eighth century), two of Srihar~a's famous 
predecessors: 

The Sun's light (bhiiravi) brightly shines 

as long as the wintry month (nu!glra) has not emerged. 

Just so was the case that when the poet Magha appeared, 

the splendor ofBharavi dimmed, just like the sunlight in winter. 

Bharavi's speech is like the sun: 

it wakes everybody up. 

And, like winter's approach, 

who doesn't shiver on account of Magha? 

Just like monkeys (kapaya) 

who think back on the sunlight (blrc!ravi) 

that has been diminished by a winter (miigha) 

that discourages their movement (pada-krmna), 

so too are the poets (kavaya) 

unable to compose verse (pada-krama), 

thinking back on Bharavi 

and how he was overshadowed by Magha." 

To these verses is added the following one: 

Bharavi's (the sun's) light shone 

so long as Magha (the wintry month) had not emerged. 

But when the Nai$ad1riya came onto the scene, 

where indeed was Bharavi? Where was Magha?'' 
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The original verses summarize the widely understood relationship 
between Bharavi and Magha among Sanskrit audiences-that both 
poets, in their own distinctive ways, set the standard for post-Kalidasa 
mahiikavya, that the later poet Magha was locked in direct competi­
tion with his predecessor Bharavi, and that arguably Magha's work not 
only successfully outdid Bharavi's but also became the standard work of 
mahiikc!vya. Until, of course, as the progress narrative of canon would have 
it, Srihar~a's Nai~adh!ya came along four centuries later to trump both of 
them. The modular displacement of the final two quarters in this more 
recent verse not only neatly expresses the dynamic and transformative 
emergence of the new poet (Srihaqa) and his poem Nai?adiJ!yacarita but 
also suggests a novel reckoning of the final phase in the consolidation of 

the most widely understood canon of mahiikc!vya works. 
To conclude this chapter, I offer a few general observations about the 

commentarial tradition on Nai?adh!ya taken as a whole. These observa­
tions are largely based on information gleaned from prefatory statements 
made by commentators and, where available, from a broader survey of 
their exegetical practices in commenting on the Nai~adh!ya. Essentially, 
from the perspective of formal commentary, the reception of Nai~adl1'iya 
went through three identifiable phases. First were the early readers 
from the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, for whom the poem was 
an exciting encounter with Srihar~a's unique gifts as a poet and scholar. 
Thus, the commentaries of Vidyadhara and Cary<;fupary<;lita in the thir­
teenth century-the first formalized readings of Nai?adh'iya, as far as we 
are concerned-encountered a relatively new work. As was cited earlier, 
Ciry<;fupary<;lita, in fact, referred to it as "a new poem" (navam kavyam). While 
he acknowledges the existence of commentaries other than Vidyadhara's, 
it seems that both he and Vidyadhara had very few secondary sources 
upon which to model their own scholarly interpretations. They both, 
therefore, attempt to provide coherent and univocal criteria by which to 
access and evaluate this new and strange poem. Vidyadhara's commen­
tary primarily helps the reader to identify the Nai?adh'iya's literary excel­
lence and its complex figures of speech and thought, while Cary<;lupal',l<;lita 
assists the reader through what he believes is the Nai?adh!ya's culture of 
opaque philosophical reference. 

Both of these early commentaries suggest a precanonization phase, 
where the Nai?adh'iya is presented as something new but not overtly 

canonical. From a critical standpoint, they set the tone for the kind of 
perceptions and analysis this poem came to engender in later centuries. 
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Thus, for example,Jaydev ]ani, the editor of Caryc;luparyc;lita's commentary, 
writes: "Caryc;luparyc;lita is the first scholar who has made the Nai~adha an 
arena to exhibit one's scholarship. It is perhaps after his commentary that 
the Nai~adha might have been extolled as nai~adharrz vidvad-au~adham [a 
medicine for scholars]" (J. ]ani 2003: xxxxix). The famous characteriza­
tion (anonymous) of the Nai~adhlya as a "medicine for scholars" (vidvad­
atl~adha) not only seems to find its earliest advocate in Caryc;luparyc;lita, but 
the aphorism also hearkens back to the title of Srihaqa's philosophical 
masterpiece Kfw~l~ianakhar,JQakhadya, the term klwr,JQa-khadya being often 
associated with a disease-curing tonic mentioned in the Ayurvedic litera­
ture/8 Later prasasti in the works of commentators constantly recall this 
image of this poem: 

A union of sound and sense, 

elegantly bound up within choice meters, 

is its powerful roots. 

The range of logical arguments 

makes for a beautiful roof of rough siph,! branches. 

Srihar~a's expressive words are the flowers, 

and its sole fruit is srrig,!ra, ripe and glistening with lots of rasa. 

What can excel this great medicinal plant'?~'' 

Going through inferior poems of other poets 

has led many to mental strain. 

These works aggravate the mind's do$aS 

and cause an unhealthy imbalance. 

May the poetry of Srihaqa, 

the lord of the family poets, 

be a rejuvenating medicine! 

Drink it up with your ears!'0 

These two verses, the first by sixteenth-century commentator Sridhara 
and the second by the seventeenth-century Gagabhatta, play on the poem's 
corrective potency to remedy ignorance and rejuvenate lifeless verse. 

just as Caryc;luparyc;lita directs our lens to the Nai~adhlya's scholasticism, 
similarly, Vidyadhara, given the telling moniker of Sahityavidyadhara 
("Vidyadhara, expert in literature") by scribes, draws his audience's atten­
tion to the Nai~adhlya's special contribution to poetic language. In addi­
tion to inaugurating interpretive frameworks and rhetorical structures 
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within which many later readers will derive meaning, both of these com­
mentaries integrate information that a self-aware poet gives about his 
own (and his poem's) identity with their own imagined, supplementary 
narrative. The fourteenth-century commentators that follow Vidyadhara 
and CaJ;~upaJ;~ita also reinforce the trends set by these two early read­
ers; in fact, the interpretive pathways they inaugurate will endure as 
valid approaches to enter the poem throughout the succeeding centu­
ries. These two readers also establish the earliest textual history of the 
Nai$adhiya, even though some later editor-commentators question the 

authoritativeness of many of their readings.81 

The commentators of the early- to mid-fourteenth century-Isanadeva, 
Narahari, and Bhavadatta-demonstrate an awareness of their predeces­
sors' insights and approach their task to comment on the poem with 
humility. Isanadeva's statements convey a sense that he looked upon 
his work as an exercise to enhance his own intellectual development. 
Narahari, in addition to seeing the poem as an intellectual challenge, 
expresses awe over the poem's aesthetic power and sees his own work as 
a sort of tribute to it. Bhavadatta explains that he is composing his com­
mentary to initiate others into it, as he himself had numerous teachers to 
help him understand the poem; even so, he admits, his work may come 
up short in the eyes of the truly learned. All three of these commentar­
ies represent a bridge between a nascent tradition of Nai$adhiya schol­
arship and a full-fledged scholastic culture around the poem that forms 
in the late-fourteenth/early-fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. With the 
commentaries ofMallinatha, Caritravardhana, and Gadadhara, we see the 
rise of a distinctive professionalism that distinguishes them from earlier 
commentaries. Especially notable among these "professional" readers­
teachers in institutional contexts of court or schools of Sanskrit learn­
ing (pathasalcl)-are Mallinatha and perhaps Caritravardhana, the earliest 
two commentators to have commented on most of the mal!clkclvya we 
now understand as canonical, including the paiicamahclkclvya of Kalidasa, 
Bharavi, Magha, and Srihar~a. 

During this phase, commentators turn toward the Nai$adhiya as a now­
established object of value in need of accurate textual preservation and 
correct (appropriate) interpretation. Their work, as I argue at length in 
chapter 4, had a major role in shaping the narrative of Sanskrit literary 
history, as it is currently understood. In text-critical and literary-critical 
terms, the late-fourteenth and early-fifteenth century marks a decisive 
shift in the commentarial tradition of the Nai$adhiya. As the poem grows 
more popular, and commentaries on it begin to proliferate (apparently), 
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commentators like Mallinatha set the tone for this new era of scholarship 
with strident rejections of the value of earlier attempts to comment on 
Nai~adhiya. As we shall see in the next chapter, his work also uses a partic­
ular style of commentary writing aimed at providing an exacting coher­
ence to Nai~adhiya scholarship. I argue that his mode of interpretation 
fit the needs of his contemporary audiences, who wanted an interpreta­
tion that was both accessible and authoritative in its tone. Mallinatha's 
commentaries have had the single greatest influence on kO.vya studies 
throughout the past five centuries, and, even today, most students of 
canonical mahakclvya read the poem with his commentary underneath 
the source text. We will also see in a following chapter the extent to which 
commentators like Gadadhara, whose work from this century is relatively 
unknown, contributed to a growing academic discourse designed to pro­
vide "correct" readings and interpretations for an audience of students, 
scholar-colleagues, and critics. 

As the Nai~adhiya became part of a broader academic culture of Sanskrit 
learning, another type of commentary emerged in the sixteenth century 
that focused solely on seeking polyvalent meanings in the poem. Whereas 
earlier commentaries interpreted Nai~adhiya through the prism of its liter­
ary effects or philosophical references, as the poem acquired a canonical 
status in the fifteenth century, commentaries like Narayat:J.a's sixteenth­
century Pmhisa-one of the truly unique commentaries of Sanskrit lit­
erary culture-looked to overinterpret the Nai?adhiya and read it as an 
inexhaustible resource for nonliteral and allegorical sense in Srihar~a's 
poetry.82 By Narayat:J.a's time, the Nai?adhiya, I surmise, was fundamen­
tally understood as an exercise in extraordinary creative practice, a work 
that consistently exhibited a propensity to question the logic of linguistic 
norms. Consequently, several commentaries from this period (Narayat:J.a's 
being most paradigmatic) appear to be premised on the logic that their 
engagement with the poem should seek to bring out the fundamental 
inexhaustibility and transcendent nature of an imagination that resists 
being circumscribed by conventional exegetical practice. Narayat:J.a does 
not obsessively identify figures of speech, he does not provide many ref­
erences to philosophical texts while analyzing Srihar~a's verses, nor does 
he position himself as bent on displacing inferior commentaries. His pri­
mary impulse is to explore all possible meanings and alternative interpre­
tations the poem (and Sanskrit grammar) can yield. It is a hermeneutic 
desire rooted in a belief that the Nai~adhiya is an esoteric work that con­
ceals all sorts of meanings from plain view. His adopted task, therefore, is 

to follow the logic of the poem itself and uncover what, to him, is hidden. 
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Although we do not have complete works available from the two other 
surviving commentators from this century, Sridhara and Lak~mat:Jabhatta. 
both ofthem note that their commentaries bring out the Nai?adlz!ya's hid­
den meanings and esoteric significance. While nothing like Narayat:Ja's 
commentary is replicated in any of the succeeding centuries, perhaps on 
account of the overwhelming popularity of the Prakc!sa, the seventeenth 
to twentieth centuries produce two distinct kinds of commentaries. First 
is the anthological work that attempted to systematize earlier readings 
and interpretations, such asjinaraja's and Bhagiratha's, for example. The 
archival impulse of these commentaries, to rein in the proliferation of 
exegeses on the poem and to distill the essence of its hermeneutic tra­
ditions for readers, appears consonant with the movement to make the 
Nai~adh!ya a permanent part of the mahc!kc!vya canon. The other type of 
commentary, evident from the two works available from the twentieth 
century, was the derivative work of exegesis that largely recapitulated 
earlier explanations and interpretations. While Sri Haridasa occasionally 
offers an emended textual reading, his and Premacandra's commentaries 
reflect practices seen in earlier commentaries. Both also reflect in their 
prefatory remarks a tonal stance encountered earlier: Haridasa exudes a 
polemical spirit bent on minimizing the value of others' contributions .. 
while Premacandra humbly submits that his commentary is merely an 
exercise to better his own understanding of the poem. 

The notion that modes of exegesis evolve historically from commenta­
tor to commentator also applies to other similar mahc!kc!vya traditions .. 
such as those associated with the works ofKalidasa and Magha, for exam­
ple. The types of continuities and disjunctions that form the intertextual 
cultures of commentary on the Nai~adh!ya, however, seem unique to the 
extent that Nai~adh!ya commentators overtly present their commentary 
as an argument for how the poem should be read. So whereas Cat:Jc)upat:Jc)ita 
finds the Nai~adh!ya to be primarily a learned work, Narayat:Ja sees in the 
Nai~adh!ya both an allegory and an unfolding of a mantra that presents 
the reader with a treasure of potential interpretations. Although in many 
cases one can only speculate on the awareness of commentators of other 
commentaries that preceded them-and of "families" of commentar­
ies that build upon each other-specific examples will guide us toward 
understanding the diverse ways in which a later commentator elaborates .. 
clarifies, corrects, or redirects in a wholly new direction the analysis oF 
his predecessors. This constitutes the subject of the next two chapters. 
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AND OVERINTERPRETED 

But there has never been a creative age that has not been critical also. For it is the 

critical fizculty that invents fresh forms. T/ze tendency of creation is to repeat itself It 

is to the critical instinct that we owe eaclz new school that springs up, each new mould 

that art finds ready to its hand .... The critic as an interpreter will be always showing 

us the work of art in some new relation to our age. He will always be reminding us that 

great works of art are living things-are, in fact, the only things that live.' 

Oscar Wilde, from "The Critic as Artist" 

I 
REPEAT A Sanskrit maxim cited in the introduction: vyiikhyiitiijiiniiti 
na ttl kavi~l ("the commentator knows but not the poet"), a recogni­
tion that, indeed, once the poem is out of the poet's hand, the critical 

reader, for better or worse, holds the reins to govern which direction its 
interpretation takes. The case of the Nai?adhiya offers a striking example 
of this phenomenon, as lineages of ardent readers have put the poem 
to uses the poet may never have approved of or even envisioned. Or, 
then again, perhaps Srihaqa anticipated and authorized their readings 
in the very form he gave to his poem. While the latter question is an 
imponderable one, this chapter historicizes the relationship between the 
Nai?adhiya and its commentator-critics. I propose here three special rela­
tionships that link commentary writing with the interpretation of the 
Nai?adhiya. The first of these relationships is between the structure and 
form of the commentary and its putative function. The second proposi­
tion relates the function of a particular commentary with the context 
of reception within which it operated and that it shaped. Finally, I seek 
to explain correspondence between a particular series of commentaries 
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with the broader historiography outlined in the previous chapter, as ear­
lier commentaries play specific roles in their own historical contexts but 
also exist as coeval and equally available sources for later commentators. 
In elaborating these three relationships, I show how the types of com­
mentaries that emerged in successive periods formed shifting paradigms 
of social and aesthetic practices of reading, teaching, and learning in 

Sanskrit literary culture. 

THE AUTHOR AND PREMODERN LINEAGES 

OF COMMENTARY 

Before exploring the changing relationships between the commentary's 
formal features, its multiple functions, and the reception contexts within 
which it functions, it is necessary to assess the continuity that these doc­
uments share with their founding source. On the one hand, it could be 
argued that the connection between the commentary and the source 
text is somewhat tenuous and arbitrary, whereby a particular reader's 
strategy of interpretation, arbitrarily chosen, inevitably produces find­
ings that link up with the adopted strategy. On the other hand, another 
approach to understanding the relationship between texts and readers is 
to argue that, fundamentally, commentaries are largely shaped accord­
ing to the triangulated bonds of affiliation that commentators share with 
the author, the text, and with each other. As such, Eco argues, texts and 
interpretations essentially validate each other, "[s]ince the intention of 
the text is basically to produce a model reader able to make conjectures 
about it, [and] the initiative of the model reader consists in figuring out a 
model author that is not the empirical one and that, in the end, coincides 
with the intention of the text."2 Occupying a middle ground between see­
ing the hermeneutic circle as a vicious circle-where readers see in the 
text what they want to see-and perceiving interpretation as if primarily 
guided by an author's direct communique to a competent reader, Pierre 
Bourdieu has the following statement about the author's relation to his 
commentators: 

A virtuoso of the art of playing with all the possibilities offered by the game, 

[the author] gives the appearance of coming back to simple common sense 

in order to denounce the convoluted interpretations which the most zealous 
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commentators have given his works; or else he leaves hanging in doubt, by 

irony or humor, the meaning of a work which is deliberately polysemic. By thus 

reinforcing the ambiguity which makes the work transcendent over all inter­

pretations, including those of the author himself, he methodically draws on 

the possibilities of a willed polysemy which, with the appearance of a corps of 

professional interpreters-meaning professionally determined to find mean­

ing and necessity, however much work of interpretation or overinterpreta­

tion is involved-is found inscribed in the field itself, and therefore in the 

creative intention of producers. 3 

Bourdiett suggests the art of interpretation to be prefigured in the art­
ist's intentions and, therefore, not something to be understood outside 
the field that binds poets and commentators-perhaps "model" readers­
together. 

Among many modern readers of Sanskrit literature, the value of com­
mentaries as interpretations has hardly been understood along the lines 
of any of the perspectives given above. The value of commentaries has 
often been reduced to their being mere entry points to understanding 
the lexical and syntactical structures of texts or, in the case of virtuosic 
acts of exegesis, as idiosyncratic musings of an eccentric mind. Seeing 
the diversity of these documents across time, however, at least as they 
pertain to the Nai~adlziya tradition, should lead us to extend the possible 
scope of commentary writing and see them collectively as noteworthy 
artifacts of a poem's various reading lineages in history. The commen­
taries on the Naisadhiya implicitly inform us of the ways in which the 
poem was preserved, read, re-formed, and performed. At the head of 
this lineage is the poet himself, who, as we saw earlier, had explained in 
verse 22.152 (one of the epilogue stanzas) that his poem will not be fully 
enjoyable-and, in all likelihood, will be largely inaccessible-to those 
who are too proud to resort to the mediation of a competent teacher 
(or a good commentator). judging by some of the verses commentators 
from all eras insert at some point in their commentaries, it would seem 
that the scholar-commentators of Nai~adlziya took the poet's challenge 
seriously and dutifully slotted themselves into the roles of teachers (and 
students), assigned first with the task of training themselves and, after­
ward, training others to read the poem. 

Take, for example, the following passages from the respective commen­
taries ofVidyadhara (thirteenth century), Narahari (fourteenth century), 
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Gadadhara (late fifteenth century), Ramacandra Se~a (sixteenth century), 

and Gagabhatta (seventeenth century): 

The commentator has to have knowledge 

of the eight grammars and of the various sub-branches of logic; 

of the essence of literature and of political science; 

knowledge of the meanings of the Vedas 

and a familiarity with the ancient lore. 

He has to know all of the other sciences as well. 

With this lamp of knowledge eternally burning 

to dispel the darkness of ignorance, 

that learned commentator might be able to 

interpret this unique aesthetic creation.' [Vidyadhara] 

I have neither the imagination born of learning from previous births, 

nor can I bear the heavy load of books on various subjects. 

Praised by the entire world, it is only the Nai$(Uihiyacarita 

that makes my heart and the hearts of other poets quiver. 

Even a fool strives to dive into this poem, 

holding as it does the essence of deep meanings and emotions. 

Just as a young child who, even though toothless, 

eagerly grabs at candy. 

On account of mistaken judgment, inability, or other such cause, 

sometimes even clearly existent meanings 

in this impenetrable forest of great profundity 

that is the Nai?adhiya cannot be fixed with any certainty. 

Therefore, please do not fault me for my failure 

to completely extract correct meanings from Srihar~a·s poem. 

Who can totally scoop out the heaps of jewels 

found at the bottom of the ocean?' [Narahari] 

The source of things itself takes shelter, again and again, 

among the shadows of authority cast by this poet, 

whose mind is sharper than that ofBrhaspati, 

the teacher of the lords of heaven. 

In general, however, I lack the competence 

correctly to interpret this poem. And so, 

if there is something here I fail to appreciate, 

literary minds ought not to show me contempt." [Gadadhara] 



TilE NAI?ADiliYA INTERPRETED AND OVERINTERPRETED ~ 85 

Brahma is four-faced, 

Lord Siva has five faces and 

his son Skanda, six. 

Sesanaga, lord of hooded cobras, 

is thousand-faced! 

If even these divinities 

cannot describe the subtleties 

of Srlhar~a·s verse, 

where are we in this enterprise? 

Still, whatever little we do say 

can be chalked up to our insolence/ [Ramacandra Se~a] 

There have been books written about it. 

Commentaries on it by learned scholars are superb. 

They have supplied the technical terms for figures of speech 

and a gloss for difficult vocabulary. 

They have told us everything about this poem, 

written by one who adorns the family of poets. 

Whatever I now say in my own commentary 

is a collection of all their findings, so 

think of it as a synthesis and not as a redundancy.' [Gagabhanal 

Setting aside the formulaic nature of the self-effacing humility found in 
each of these verses,9 we notice the extent to which commentators simul­
taneously position themselves in a mode of deference and pride as they 
proceed to recover Srihaqa's original voice through the medium of the 
scholarly commentary. 

It seems clear that all of them approach the poem with trepidation pre­
cisely because the poet warns them to do so. Likewise, as will become evi­
dent throughout the chapters of this book, all commentarial glosses and 

many of their paraphrases and interpretations are guided by the strate­
gies the poet lays out for them and expects them to use. As most, if not 
all, of the premodern commentators will share in this empathetic feeling 
for their poet, we can begin to think of the commentators collectively as 
part of a literary community that shares similar readings, interpretations, 
and panegyric dispositions largely because they also use similar modes of 
text-critical and interpretive strategies that, to their sensibility, the poet 
expects them to use. 10 Thus, as the above passages reflect, in defining their 
own deference to the commentarial task at hand and while praising those 
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who have preceded them, commentators speak to the very features of the 
Nai$adhfya that Srihar?a indicates are the hallmarks of his work: that his 
poem is a pioneering piece of literature (literally, "a path newly blazed," 
as he says); that it is purposefully knotted and weighed down with arcane 
forms of scholasticism; and that it is a composition divinely inspired and 
awe-inspiring even for the learned. 

INTERPRETATION AND FORM 

The Nai$adhfya, like all verse malliikcivya, presents a semiotic density that 
invites multiple forms of commentarial analysis. All the commentators 
share an approach of sustained and intricate contemplation of the poem, 
but each of them brings to it a particularized appreciation and pedagogi­
cal strategy. A translation of each verse of the poem based on the speci­
ficity of each commentary would demonstrate, therefore, a range of 
difference between and among them. To illustrate some of the variations 
of form and interpretive focus among Nai~adhfya commentators, below I 
provide a translation and analysis of several commentaries on the very 
first verse of the poem. 

The following translation of Nai$adhfya 1.1 is informed by a conven­
tional paraphrase of the verse shared and supplied by all of the Sanskrit 
commentators. As one will notice, however, it is certainly not the only 
legitimate, or even most likely, reading upon which one can settle: 

That Nala was a treasure-house of resplendence, 

a great and dazzling festival, 

the orbit of whose fame is represented by 

the white royal umbrella. 

Drinking in the stories of this earth protector, 

even the gods do not care as much for the divine nectar. 

Both Vidyadhara and Ca1)9upary9ita provide a similar type of gloss on this 
verse, although they have a different emphasis on what should be deemed 
important about it. Because his is a more complete and well-preserved 
text, I give here Ca1)9upa1)9ita's complete commentary on this verse, fol­
lowed with Vidyadhara's distinctive analysis. I have indicated the source 
text in boldface and used the equal sign (=) to mark the gloss (either a 
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synonym or an alternative meaning) that follows. Cal).<;lupal).<;lita's com­

mentary on Nai?adllfya 1.1 reads as follows: 

The beginning of a text gives homage to a preferred deity in order to honor 

custom, to bless the audience, and to bring about the successful completion 

of the work without complications. That is not the case here. How could the 

utterance of the name of Nala-himself auspiciousness embodied, whose 

glory destroys sin-not bring about the removal of any complications? 

Indeed, remembering great men like Prthu, Sahasriirjuna, Bharata, and NaJa 

is the highest kind of benediction. Thus the tradition says that the very men­

tioning ofNala and Damayanti's name obliterates this debased age (kaliyuga). 

The poet, therefore, mentions Nala first and, in doing so, composes his 

benediction. 

There was a king named Nala. What was special about him? He was a trea­

sure of greatness = of glorious valor. And he was a dazzling festival because 

of his beauty; or rather, he was dazzling on account of festivals [as a patron 

or a participant]. This alone marks his auspiciousness. How to describe him? 

He was accompanied by a white royal umbrella that represented the orbit 

of his fame, which means that he was a repository of such virtues as fame, 

charm, and bravery. Drinking in (the verbal root 'pi' here used in the sense 

of 'drinking') whose stories = narrative episodes, the gods = learned ones 

do not care much= in such a manner for divine nectar= well-crafted speech. 

What were these stories about? They were about a protector of the earth. 

And so, upon hearing these stories, the gods do not care much for nectar. This 

marks Nala's universal lordship among the cadre of kings. Or, it was that, like 

the glorious sun, Nala was a treasure-house of resplendence. Or, that he was 

dazzling on account of [patronizing or participating in many] festivals. Nala is 

also glorious, foremost among the handsome, and a representative of the stoic 

and charming type of hero known as the dliiralalita. Or else, drinking in whose 

stories, the earth protectors= kings do not care much for nectar= earth.11 

There are two important features to identify here. The first is 

Cal).<;lupal).<;lita's apologia for Srihaqa's apparent breach of rnahakavya 
convention. justifying Srihar~a's benedictory verse (or lack thereof), 

Cal).<;lupal).<;lita sets the pattern that many commentators of Nai?adhiya will 

feel compelled to follow: to harmonize the conventionalized prescriptions 

of poetics manuals, such as the influential Kcivyaprakasa (Light on Poetry) 
of Mammata (c. 1100 CE), with the unconventional practices of this poet. 
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The second feature, more germane to drawing connections between 

commentarial form and function, is the style of Cat:l9upary9ita's gloss. 

Cit:l9upary9ita adopts the analytical verb-centered method of Sanskrit 

commentary that deals with syntactic units (kha~z~lanvaya), sometimes 
referred to as the katfzambfnltini style, so named for its preference for 
syntactical analysis around a series of questions like kit!! blnlta ("of what 
nature"/"being how"/"what kind of ... "?). 12 This style of commentary 
contrasts with the so-called anvayanwklzi commentary, which "arranges 

the words 'by means of the normal construction' (anvaya-muklzena)"; Tubb 

and Boose explain this second approach as going "straight through all the 
words of the [root text] in one long string, merely rearranging them so 
as to place them in the most easily understandable prose order."n Rather 
than asking questions and answers that gradually open up the syntax of 
the verses, this method follows the constituents of each line (da(z~lanvaya). 

Some have argued that the katfzamblziitini style was particularly promi­

nent in Kashmir and northwestern India, largely on the grounds that the 
early kavya commentator Vallabhadeva (tenth century; from Kashmir) 
used this method. 11 Others have argued that it was an older technique 
that became less popular than the anvayamuklzi as time went on. 

Commentators like Cary9upat:l<;lita, who use the katlzamblliitini method, 
take the verb as the main core of the sentence and pose a series of leading 

questions around it to elucidate a certain kind of answer. Tubb and Boose 
explain this 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 source text, "by asking questions that bring out the ways in which those 
parts fit into the construction of the original text." 15 Next they analyze the 
verse around these questions and sometimes supply a prose order to the 
verse at the end; they then take the nominative element first (in the case 

above, Nala), followed by bafmvrilli compounds (exocentric nominal com­

pounds) that denote the referent in terms of a specific quality (e.g., Nala 
was dazzling on account of festivals), and then deal with other qualifiers 
that may be present. Kishorenathjha thus speaks of this method as "natu­
ral" and empowering for the student "to discover truths about the language 
himself[as] the pupil is led step-by-step in a logical manner to arrive at the 

complete syntactic unit." 16 Finally, they provide an explanation. 

Regarding the example above (Cary9upary9ita's commentary on 

Nai~adhiya 1.1), Cary9upary9ita's special emphasis is placed on identifying 
the type of hero Nala represents in dramaturgical discourse; he identifies 
him as a dfziralalita hero, one whose charm lies in his steadfast character. 
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Vidyadhara's gloss is virtually identical with Cal}<;iupal}<;iita's, but his 
explanation of the verse is more involved than his successor's: 

In this verse, there is alliteration (arwpriisa), the poetic figure of sound. 

There is also an inverted simile (vyatireka) here: by first drawing an analogy 

between divine nectar and stories ofNala, the poet then expresses the superi­

ority of the stories about Nala over and above the divinity-conferring nectar. 

There is also the trope of"double meaning" (sle$a) as the poet simultaneously 

describes both Nala and the Sun, depending on how one breaks the words 

up. Taking the words to mean "Nala" fits the narrative context (priikara(lika) 

while reading "sun" points to an extra-narrative context (apriikaraT)ika). 

There is a metaphor (n!paka) here also as Nala is posited as no different from 

the sun. Thus, overall, there is a mixture of tropes here (sarikara) along the 

lines of the maxim of the mixture of sesame seeds and husked rise, indicating 

an intimate commingling of elements. 17 

We see here that, in his comment on the verse as a whole, Vidyadhara pre­
pares his reader to expect from his commentary a thoroughgoing analy­
sis of figures of speech and thought, a favored mode of interpretation 
for him. Cal}<;iupa1',1<;lita, as we shall see later, only provides such detailed 
explanations on technical matters when they relate to philosophical ref­
erences embedded in Srlhar~a's verse. Both commentators, however, in 
using this question-answer-explanation style of commentary, open up 
the text to the reader gradually, allowing them to follow the logic of the 
poet and to construct their own significance around it. This method, I 
suggested, is premised on a weak pedagogy, in the sense that its form priv­
ileges description through a staged curiosity (in the form of leading ques­
tions) rather than a stronger regime of gloss encouraged by asserting the 
order of the syntax. By doing so, the reader can slowly follow for himself 

how the syntactic units fit together rather than be given the order of the 
syntax by the commentator as the only one possible.18 It also encourages 
the search for polyvalence in the text (and potentially arguments over the 
propriety of certain interpretations) as well as multiple rearrangements 
of syntax are possible. Although a milder version of this phenomenon of 
polyvalence is available in CaJ'.l<;iupaJ'.l<;iita's commentary cited earlier, it is 

more vigorously manifested in later commentaries that use a hybrid form 
of the katflambfliitinf method. 

The form, and likewise the function, of the next phase of Nai~adflfya 
commentaries is markedly different from Cal}<;iupal}<;lita's and Vidyadhara's 



90 ~ THE NA/~ADIIiYA INTERPRETLD AND OVI:IUNTI:IU'Rl:TED 

in style while generally following them in terms of content. The major 
difference is that the commentaries of the late-fourteenth and early­
fifteenth centuries did not rhetorically or practically approach the 
Nai~adh!ya through a singular interpretive prism. Nor did they see the 
need to emphasize the idea that meaning in Srihar~a·s verses could prolif­
erate in multiple, and even contradictory, ways. On the contrary, I argue, 
in their form these commentaries actually sought to control the interpre­
tation of the poem. This development speaks to what I deem to have been 
the function of the Nai~adh!ya and its commentaries during this period: 
The Nai~adh!ya emerged as a key component in the literature curriculum 
as a text for advanced students, and commentaries on it were treated 
as credentials-conferring exercises. As such, the method commentators 
like Mallinatha prefer is the subject-centered word-by-word method that 
takes each word in the order it appears in the verse, the da(l~tc'invaya or 
anvayamukh! type of commentary discussed earlier. 

In the case of Mallinatha's analysis of 1.1, for example, he begins 
much in the way Car;<;iupar;~lita begins his, with the exception that he 
frames his gloss to Srihaqa's opening verse assertively rather than 
apologetically: 

Authoritative opinion of literary scholars holds that a poem is a vehicle "to 

achieve fame, to gain wealth, to acquire knowledge of life in the world, to dis­

pel the nonbeneficial, and to become instantly enlightened. It is like advice 

given by a lover" [Kc'ivyaprakcis'a 1.1]. Poetry, therefore, is a means toward 

many good ends. And because the venerable Srihaqa is aware of the warning 

against serious literary discussion of inferior poems, he wanted to compose 

a poem called the Nai$adl!iya. A poem begins with an auspicious benediction, 

meant to wipe away obstacles toward a desired end. It is said, therefore, "the 

beginning of a poem should either be a blessing, homage to a deity, or an 

indication of the subject matter." Therefore, here with this verse beginning 

with "Drinking in," Srihaqa indicates the auspicious subject of the poem as 

taking the form of king Nala, the hero of the story.1'' 

Mallinatha then provides his gloss of the verse's syntax, which strictly 
follows the anvayamukh! method: 

Drinking in= having fully relished; the stories = episodes; of this earth pro­

tector= Nala; the gods= deities or learned people (according to the lexicog­

rapher Ksirasvamin, the word budl!ii relates to a deity, to the moon, and to 
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learned ones); do not care much for the divine nectar = nectar is just like 

this story; referring to nectar amounts to saying that they regard the story 

very highly; represented by a white royal umbrella= it was made into a white 

umbrella, or rather, made into a royal umbrella; the orbit of his fame was 

made into a white umbrella; treasure-house of resplendence = the sense is 

that Nala is comparable to the sun; a great and dazzling festival= he was 

resplendent because of constantly participating in festivities [the lexicogra­

pher Amara says that the word t!Jjvala is synonymous with other words for 

"festival" (rnaha, uddhava, and utsava are synonyms)]. He was Nala. 20 

Mallinatha straightens out the syntax by reordering the sequence of 
words (in boldface) that appear in the verse to provide the reader with an 
easy comprehension of what he seems to imagine to be the conventional 
and intended sense. In the process of doing so, he explains the case inflec­
tions of all nouns, compounds, and grammatical formations: 

Drinking in the stories of this earth protector, the gods do not care much for 

the divine nectar. Represented by a white royal umbrella, the orbit of his fame, 

a treasure-house of resplendence, a great and dazzling festival, he was Nala. 

Then, like Vidyadhara, he gives the audience an exposition on what he 
believes is important for them to take away from the verse: 

Here, referring to Nala as a "treasure-house of resplendence" and superim­

posing the form of a white umbrella onto an "orbit of his fame" there is a 

metaphor (n1paka). And because of the superiority of Nala's stories as corn­

pared to nectar, there is the figure of contrast (vyatireka). And regarding the 

combination of the two, there is the figure of commingling (sarrisr?ti). These 

are spoken of in the poetics manual St!l!ityadarpa~Ia in the following way: a 

metaphor is when a form is superimposed onto an object, which is then not 

thereby denied; a figurative contrast ( vyatireka) is when the vehicle is inferior 

to a superior tenor; and the figure of commingling is spoken of as a condition 

where these figures are understood as mutually connected. In this canto, the 

meter is varnsastha, a twelve-syllabic meter whose sequence of syllables runs 

as follows: light-heavy-light, heavy-heavy-light, light-heavy-light, heavy­

light-heavy." 

Here Mallinatha follows Vidyadhara in supplying the technical names 

to Srihar~a's various figurative usages in the verse. Unlike Vidyadhara, 



-

92 <$> THE NAI$ADIIiYA INTERPRETED AND OVI:RINTEIU'RI:TEO 

however, he adds references to well-known poetics texts, like the four­
teenth-century SMzityadarpar,za (A Mirror on Literature), and the technical 
definition of the meter of the verse. 

Such referential and technical accretions to a basic explanation are, 
to my mind, reminders that Mallinatha's commentary was, in all like­
lihood, intended to function as a comprehensive lesson to students of 
literature. On the whole, one also sees in Mallinatha's commentary an 
economy of expression that resists bringing in anything unconnected 
to the literal meaning or, where applicable, probable double-meanings. 
As he famously boasts in his preface (discussed in the previous chap­
ter), he does not wish to go the way of other commentaries that "kill" 
the Nai$adhfya by bringing in extrinsic significance to the verses of the 
poem. Here and elsewhere, he takes Srihar~a·s text as a basically self­
illuminating entity that must be interpreted according to what it itself 
provides the commentator, not on the basis of what he would arguably 
perceive as extraneous, supplementary material that the commentator 
might desire to superimpose onto it. Thus, Mallinatha appears narrowly 
to conceive of interpretation as a determination of the text's meaning 
and is less interested in the hermeneutic understandings of readers that 
might extend the potentialities of the poem beyond the surface layer of 
meaning. For him, then, the structure he gives to his commentary would 
probably reflect a natural reading process that sufficiently deals with the 
immediate contexts of word and syntax, on the one hand, and with the 
total contexts of interpretation and information about grammar, trope, 
and narrative, on the other. It bears repeating that Mallinatha hardly 
even speaks of the Nai$adh!ya specifically. In fact, all of his kcivya com­
mentaries have virtually the same prefatory verses and a seemingly 
identical approach procedurally. Even the titles to his early commen­
taries-on the Nai$adhfya and on Kalidasa's malzcikcivyas-refer to some 
version of "bringing back to life" works presumably deadened by poor 
literary-critical attention. 22 

All in all, therefore, it seems Mallinatha's pedagogical impulse is 
guided by the need to draw out the structural similarities among all the 
mahakiivyas he comments on rather than to identify each work's individu­
ated character, which was an earlier generation's impetus for commentary 
writing. Whereas the technique of the thirteenth-century commentators 
represents an oral teaching style that invites the audience logically to 
discover the basic meaning of the verse around the action of the verb, 
the fifteenth-century works of Mallinatha most likely reflect the profes­
sional teacher's attempt to provide a clear and largely unambiguous gloss 
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to his audience. Once the intricate syntax of a Sanskrit verse has been 
put into a linear prose order, the tropes and meter identified, relevant 
grammar lessons reinforced, and the appropriate reference texts cited, 
commentators like Mallinatha see their hermeneutic challenges-and, 
by extension, those of their audience-as resolved.23 Nevertheless, the 
nature of all of the customary, text-oriented paradigms seems both epis­
temologically 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. Literary discourse itself 
is seen as essentially mimetic and referential, and the ultimate goal is to 
develop a normative respect for an "authoritative" reading that focuses 
solely on determining the text's significance according to what the com­
mentator believes the poet originally intended. As the reception con­
texts changed for commentary writing-one from limited and selective 
interpretive prisms for a more sophisticated audience (Caryc)uparyc)ita and 
Vidyadhara) to a more targeted, pedagogically motivated work for gen­
eral institutional purposes (Mallinatha)-so too did the method of com­
mentary change to fit the function. 

READING MULTIPLE MEANINGS INTO THE NAI~ADHiYA 

Below I exemplify the ways in which Caryc)uparyc)ita especially shaped 
his commentary to suit an audience that would appreciate his ferreting 
out Srihar~a's numerous philosophical references in Nai?adhiya, much as 
Vidyadhara's audiences presumably valued his attention to the poem's 
extravagant use of trope. However, remaining for a moment with the the­
sis that the choice of commentarial style is bound up with temporally con­
ditioned shifts in the context and function where and how commentaries 
are respectively read and used, Narayarya's commentary on Nai?adh!ya 
1.1 also merits consideration.21 In the sixteenth century, Narayarya uses a 
hybrid style that neither wholly takes the form of the kathambhatinf type 
of commentary nor of the anvayamukhf but rather shifts back and forth 
between them. 25 Thus, for example, Narayarya first arranges his com­
mentary of 1.1 in the standard prose order favored by the anvayamukhf 

approach, beginning with the subject NaJa and stating clearly the core 
sentence of the verse: "That Nala was ... " (sa nala cisft ... ). Then he pro­
ceeds to segment his analysis through the kathambhutinf commentary's 
method of asking strategic questions: "What was special about Nala?" (kim 
visi?to na/a~1?). In between recapitulating the prose order and supplying 
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questions to organize the flow of his gloss, Narayar;a associatively pro­
vides all sorts of technical analysis and information (grammatical, lexico­
graphical, intertextual, names of tropes, etc.) alongside multiple layers of 
potential interpretations, each one commonly separated by a transitional 
phrase like "Or else ... " (yadvii). The entire discussion of just this first 
verse runs several pages, demonstrating the full repertoire of techniques 
available to the Sanskrit commentator to identify, even create, polyva­
lence. All of the reworked elements of the verse graphed collectively yield 
at least nine translations of this verse, the most conventional one being: 

That Nala was a treasure-house of resplendence, 

a great and dazzling festival, 

the orbit of whose fame is represented by 

the white royal umbrella. 

Drinking in the stories of this earth protector, 

even gods do not care as much for the divine nectar. 

The other eight versions bear the same meaning for the first two quarters 
of the verse (that Nala was a "treasure-house of resplendence," "a great 
and dazzling festival," and that his fame is "represented by the white 
royal umbrella"). The succeeding half of the verse, however, is open to <\ 

remarkable assortment of possibilities: 

Drinking in the stories of this earth protector, 

even the learned ones do not care as much for the 

immortal state of liberation from worldly unhappiness. 

Drinking in the stories of this earth protector, 

the gods used to, but no longer, care as much 

for the exquisitely beautiful moon. 

Drinking in the stories of this earth protector, 

the gods do not desire nectar, 

what is normally their daily meal. 

Drinking in the stories of this earth protector, 

the divine serpents that bear the earth on their hoods, 

like Tak~aka and Sesanaga, 

do not take the nectar offered to them by Indra. 
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Drinking in the stories of this earth protector, 

other enlightened kings do not care as much 

for the immortality that comes from performing Vedic sacrifices. 

Drinking in the stories of this earth protector, 

the evil effects ofKali-the sinister spirit in the gambling dice­

and his debased age is destroyed. 

Drinking in the stories of the sun, the earth's protector, 

the learned ones do not care as much for the moon, 

who is the keeper of the immortal nectar. 

In spite of the fact that NaJa was a gambler, he was the king. 

Drinking in his stories, even the gods do not care as much 

for the divine nectar. 

Thus, from this verse words used for "gods" (budfw), "nectar" (sudhc!), and 
the compound "earth protector" (k~iti-rak~in) are redistributed, in accor­
dance with what Sanskrit grammar and lexicons allow, to startling effect. 
And so, the word whose most likely meaning in this context would be 
"gods" (budha), the ones who receive NaJa's stories, comes also to mean 
"learned people," "kings," "mountains," "elephants who hold the earth 
up," and "divine serpents." All of these can, in turn, be modified with the 
epithet of being "earth protectors" according to various scenarios con­
sonant with lexical meanings and Pura!)iC mythology. As such, these sto­
ries respectively confer to each a unique reward that matches a cherished 
desire: to ordinary people, the cessation of worldly suffering (mo~a); to 
kings, sovereignty over the earth (bhiipc!lana); to gods, immortality-sus­
taining nectar (amrta); and to mountains, elephants, and snakes, a lofty 
seat of power (mahatsthc!na), as each is thought to bear the weight of the 
earth in different contexts. 

Naraya!)a treats other modifiers the same way. Thus, the "earth pro­
tector" can be broken up differently to render two separate words: k~iti, 
which can mean "earth" and "destruction"; and a~in, which can mean a 
"dice-playing gambler" or "Kali," the representative of the rotten, debased 
age we currently live in. And so, Nala would not only be the "earth pro­
tector" but also the "destroyer of Kali." Naraya!)a reconfigures the word 
used for "nectar" (sud he!) to mean "the moon" and "immortality itself that 
comes from performing Vedic sacrifices." 
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In a similar reading by Narayat,1a's contemporary Sridhara, Nala and 
his "stories" (kathii) are reimagined variously. Nala is not only a great 
king but also the destroyer of Kali, the Absolute (paramatman), Vi~ryu, 
Siva, the sun, and the moon. Nala is also Rama (replacing the word nala 
with nara) 26 where, as Sridhara explains, the killing of Ravat,1a qualifies 
him as an "earth protector." Sridhara continues: NaJa's stories (katha) are 
respectively compared to the end of worldly suffering, as valuable as the 
earth, equivalent to immortality-granting nectar, synonymous with the 
stories of Vi~ryu's avatars (avatiira-katl!ii), and superior to lofty positions 
of power (in the case of mountains, elephants, and snakes). In addition to 
Narayarya's nine interpretations, Sridhara adds a tenth one, using a clever 
lipogram known as varua-cyuti-rzyiiya, where "dropped letters" (var~w­
cyuti) are restored to bring forth a desirable significance: 

That Nala was a treasure-house of resplendence, 

a great and dazzling festival, 

the orbit of whose fame is represented by 

the white royal umbrella. 

Drinking in the stories of this earth protector, 

kings do not care as much 

for the earth itself. 

Here, to get the meaning of "earth" (vasudlul) from the word "nectar" 
(sudhii) to convey the esoteric meaning that intelligent kings (budh<"i) 
dismiss even lordship of the earth in favor of NaJa's stories, Sridhara 
invokes the varua-cyuti-nyaya and adds the phoneme va to the root word 
sudhci, thus justifying vasudha.27 For commentators such as Narayat,1a and 
Sridhara, these kinds of reading strategies are in evidence at virtually 
every opportunity afforded by Srihar~a's language. With each new read­
ing, these commentators cite a range of texts to justify each interpreta­
tion: from Vedic texts (Brhadara~lyaka Upani~ad) and philosophical works 
(Vivekacii~iimaui), to dharmasiistra (Marmsmrti) and tantra (DurgL!tantra), to 
different dictionaries (Abhidhiinaratrza and Amarakosa) and poetics works 
(Sarasvatikauthclbhara~w and Sclhityadarpww), to the various Purarya texts 
and the compositions of other poets like Kalidasa. 

I also attribute Narayat,1a and Sridhara's choice of an eclectic and syn­
thetic mode of exegesis largely to the sixteenth-century milieu of readers 
and critics for whom they wrote. They were not introducing a new text, as 
the thirteenth-century commentators were, nor were they embroiled in 
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pedagogical debates aimed at controlling the interpretation ofNai0adhfya, 
as Mallinatha seems to have been. Instead, internal evidence suggests that 
both Narayarya and Sridhara probably wrote for an audience that was far 
more diverse: advanced students of kiivya, other Nai0adhfya scholars, and 
perhaps even a new kind of "religious" reader interested in Nai0adhfya's 

reputation as an esoteric text. The latter group, I will argue later, include 
those who transform Nai0adhfya into allegory-a seed for future interpre­
tation that Narayarya merely plants in the preface of his commentary on 

Nai0adhfya 1.1 without bringing it up much again later: 

To complete a desired composition without obstacles and to fulfill the man­

dates of tradition, it is said that one ought to perform a benediction. It is said, 

therefore, that "the beginning of a poem should either be a blessing, homage 

to a deity, or an indication of the subject matter." The poet named Srlhar~a, 

the composer of the Nai~adhfya, mysteriously seeds his benediction by paying 

homage to his preferred deity Rama, lord of the Raghus. Others, however, say 

that the benediction simply takes the conventional form of citing the subject 

matter of the poem.'" 

Like his predecessors, Narayarya here addresses the technical problem 
other scholars of Nai0adhfya also take up; that is, whether the verse con­
forms to the common practice of performing a benediction at the begin­
ning of a poem. In fact, after giving his own idiosyncratic opinion-that 
the benediction is really directed to Rama-he cites the more common 
view of his predecessors that the verse introduces the subject matter of 
the Nai0adhfya. Noteworthy here, however, is that unlike an earlier gener­
ation of commentators, who occasionally mentioned alternative opinions 
(usually on textual matters) and generally only emphasized a singular 
interpretation, Narayarya often foregrounds multiple nonconventional 
readings before supplying more established and standardized positions. 
No wonder, therefore, his text is dramatically longer than those of other 

commentators who provide little more than a simple gloss. 
Neither Narayarya nor Sridhara appear interested in arguing for a singu­

lar {and constraining) way of reading a given verse. Furthermore, neither 
commentary gives the impression that interpretation is a na'ive search for 
a correct meaning, nor as simply a recounting of alternative meanings in 
order to highlight a correct meaning, but rather as a peculiar kind of exer­
cise in intellectual pleasure-what in Sanskrit might be called manovinoda­

that the Nai0adhfya itself seems to relish. In other words, their exegetical 
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practice self-admittedly does not provide what is necessary for thoroughly 
understanding the text but rather what their learned, resourceful, and witty 
intelligence finds interesting.29 Interpretation, thus, seems to be more abottt 
guiding the reader to reflect on the text's underlying potencies and how t~e 
text functions. The three centuries of scholarship that intervene betwe<:n 
Car;~upal)~ita in the thirteenth century and Narayar;a in the sixteenth 
century represent a period of gradual progression that leads ultimately to 
a veritable field of Nai~adhiya studies. By the sixteenth century, commell­
tators feel confident to suggest that the Nai~actlziya is a profoundly codt::d 
poem with an intrinsic polysemy that requires skillful decoding. 

PHILOSOPHICAL READINGS OF THE NAI$ADHiYA 

Car;~upar;~ita is the first of a long line of decoder-critics. Aft~r 
Car;~upar;~ita, the notion that the Nai~adhiya is a "difficult" text becom~s 
proverbial among the poem's professional readers. His perspective on the 
text, however, is not one of radical polysemy (like later commentators) 
but rather targeted and singularly obsessed with Srlhar~a's philosophical 
agenda. What follows is an example of his commentary on a verse from 
the sixth canto (6.51) where Nala, wandering as an invisible man in search 
ofDamayantl, finally comes face-to-face with her. The verse reads: 

They were two. 

Even though in the same place, facing each other, 

they thought they were somewhere else. 

Their illusory selves embraced each other. 

In doing so, they actually embraced each other. 

Occurring during a pivotal turn in the fortunes of the hero and heroine, 
the context of this verse is that Nala (playing messenger for the gods) acci­
dentally brushes up against a flustered Damayanti in the corridors of the 
women's quarters. The two lovers cannot truly meet in a normative set­
ting because one is invisible (the hero Nala) and the other (the heroine 
Damayantl) is certain that no one can infiltrate the security of the worn­
en's quarters. Furthermore, the physical embrace of two strangers of good 
breeding (they have never met) and the ethics of a messenger overstepping 
his boundaries can never strike audiences of this kind of poetry as, in any 
way, culturally consistent with what is conventionally appropriate (and, 
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therefore, aesthetically acceptable or plausible). Srihaqa here dramatically 
captures the ways in which a Sanskrit poet can project onto an imaginative 
plane what he cannot express in putatively real situations. Their "embrace" 
must be illusory, or must it? In reality, they must experience each other as 
different-this is the only way they can-but their "illusory" selves embrace 
each other, the poet tells us. What is not normative, and therefore appropri­
ate, in reality becomes available and potentially fulfilling in an imaginary 
plane. It is important that they are enclosed by four walls, in close proxim­
ity, unable to flee, and magnetically drawn to each other. The scene works 
because the audience knows that the couple (observant of court manners 
and moral norms) could not possibly have any actual physical contact with 
each other. And so they wonder, like the audience, if a particular cognition 
implies the absence of another, if something simultaneous can be revealed 
that is not the immediate object of awareness. 

The verse is indeed bursting with philosophical possibilities. But, other 
than Cil)<;lupal)c,lita, no other commentators take it up. Narayal)a and 
Mallinatha, for example, do not seem entranced at all by this verse's poten­
tial for philosophical insight. They both convey that Nala and Damayanti 
were in the same room and, while they had an illusory embrace, the 
two probably had some real touches also. Narayal)a remarks that the 
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. 
Cal)c,lupal)c,lita, however, spots in the verse a reference to a specific philo­
sophical school's theory of error (aklzyiitivclda) and proceeds comprehen­
sively to provide a justification for his find. Before engaging in a rather 
technical philosophical discussion, he initially sets up the situation using 
his standard question-and-answer (katlwmbhiitini) approach toward defin­
ing the words and explaining their syntactical relationship with each other: 

The two, Nala and Damayantl, embraced each other in actuality. Where? In 

the middle of her inner chambers, the two embraced the illusion of each 

other. In the midst of an illusion of making contact, a true connection 

occurred. Or else, one may take the modifier "actually" (tathyam) as an 

adverb whereby during the embrace, their minds 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 each other as if they were 

in different places. Where? lloth inhabit the same space, in a single location. 
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Having provided the narrative context, Cal)c)upal)<,lita then frames the 
situation with a preliminary discussion of its philosophical implications, 
analogizing the subject of the verse with standard images from philo­
sophical 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-as 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 shell (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 a shell 

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 there is an 

actual embrace, an experience akin to an illusory embrace arises. 

Setting up the philosophical problem, Cal)c)upal)c)ita proceeds strategi­
cally to delineate the positions that might be put forth by several impor­
tant philosophical traditions of early India. 30 

According to the learned commentator, because the Sankhya philoso­
phers hold that the object of an erroneous cognition is real (satklrycltivada), 
for them, when there is an error (as when a shell is apprehended as sil­
ver) that apprehension is, in some form or other, understood as actually 
real. Contrary to the Sankhya view, Cil)c)upa~lc)ita elucidates that some 
Buddhist philosophers argue that the object of an erroneous cognition 
is not real (asatkhyc""itivc!da). Other Buddhists like the "Middle-Path" phi­
losophers (rnadhyamika) radically propound the doctrine of an errone­
ous cognition's nonexistence or emptiness (siinyavclda); for them, silver is 
apprehended but that apprehension is delusional (i.e., empty). Likewise, 
Cal)c)upal)c)ita gives protracted explanations of the views of the Nyaya 
and Vedanta schools of philosophy on the subject of erroneous cogni­
tion. Thus, Nyaya philosophers speak of the object of error as something 
altogether "other" (anyathakhyclti); seeing a shell as silver (a delusion) is 
an altogether distinct apprehension from the shell that is actually being 
seen; therefore, one may conclude that it is possible that something that 
is actually unreal takes on a reality all its own. Jl Similarly, Cal)c)upal)c)ita 
analyzes the position of Vedanta philosophers who essentially hold that 
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the object of erroneous cognition is indefinable. Because a shell cannot 
be silver, the perception of silver cannot be real; however, because silver 
is apprehended, it is also not unreal. Because the existence and nonex­
istence of the perceived silver mutually contradict each other, the com­
mentator explains, Vedanta philosophy holds that it is neither real nor 
unreal and nor is it something other than the real and the unreal; rather, 
it is inexpressible and, therefore, indefinable. 

Having established the ground for discussing the philosophical subject 
of error, Cat,1<;lupary<;lita now comes to his thesis: that Srihar~a's verse actu­
ally reflects the perspective of the Prabhakara-mimaf11sil school, which 
holds that the object of so-called erroneous cognition is not erroneous at 
all (akhyativada). Silver is neither apprehended erroneously nor is it illu­
sory; rather, it is simply true, as there are two cognitions present, one per­
ceptually grasped and one remembered. The commentator uses a series 
of metaphors to defend his argument and then concludes that the poet of 
the Nai$adhiya consciously prepared verse 6.51 to reflect the Prabhakara­
mimaf11sa view.12 Satisfied that he has identified Srihar~a's embedded ref­
erence, by way of conclusion, Cal).<;iupal',l<;lita reconnects the philosophical 
idea with the narrative situation by integrating alternative explanations 
of the words he has already glossed with his hypothesis that this verse 
reflects the view of Prabhakara-mimaf11sa: 

Both Damayanti and Nala embraced each other in actuality, though seeing 

each other as if they were in different places. Where? In the midst of their false 

embrace. That there is an illusory union of the two here would ordinarily be 

accepted. In this case, however, it has actually happened. It follows that even 

though being in front of each other, they understood each other to be as if in 

a mistaken location on account of a superimposition of one form onto another. 

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 false. There­

fore, the embrace of the couple is real, for the memory-consciousness can­

not be logically opposed. And this is the uniform stance of the Prabhakara­

mimal']1sa school. Also, there cannot be a repetition in meaning of the syn­

onymous words anyonya, paraspara, and mitha [all meaning "each other" or 

"mutually"]. First, anyonya 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 final word mitlw points to the union of 
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the perceptual and memory-consciousness with respect to so-called illusion 

posited by other philosophers; it designates the notion established by the 

Prabhiikara school of thought and fulfills its proposition that, in every way, 

the two truly embrace each other.'3 

Through a sophisticated analysis, Cat:Jc;lupat:J~lita has claimed to decode 
Srihar~a·s magical fusing of idea and image in the description of a signifi­
cant emotional experience in the poem. One gets the feeling here, how­
ever, that Srihaqa's verse merely provides him a pretext to fulfill his own 
intuitive hypothesis about the Nai~adhiya and, correspondingly, to carry 
out his self-appointed task of delivering a scholarly interpretation based 
on that hypothesis. His diligent commentary compels the sensitive reader 
to at least pursue the argument carefully, to see for himself if the possibil­
ity is, in the first case, legitimate and, second, if the author might have (at 
least unconsciously) intended it. 

OVERINTERPRETING THE NAI~ADHiYA 

No such ambivalence about the probability of an interpretation seems 
justifiable for polyvalent readings after the sixteenth century. The her­
meneutic gestures of Narayarya are, I suggest, clearly not meant to 
convince the reader of the probability of his multiple interpretations. 
Narayat:Ja rather, like an Oulipo poet of contemporary times, thrives on 
possibilities of interpretation under the guidance and dual restraints 
of Sanskrit grammar and cultural convention. I give here an example, 
from Narayal)a's commentary on Nai~adhiya 1.40, to clarify the distinc­
tion I make between the pointed interpretive practices of Caryc;luparyc;lita 
and those of Narayal)a. Unlike the nine interpretations gleaned from 
Narayat:Ja's commentary on Nai~adhiya 1.1, this one only yields two. Here 
is translation no. 1 (the standard one) based on Narayat:Ja's commentary 
and shared by all other commentaries of the poem: 

After hiding from her two closed eyes 

and also from her heart, 

closed by the silence of external sense organs, 

that great secret Nala, 

who had never been seen earlier, 

was shown to her by Sleep. 
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Damayanti is asleep and deep in her dreams. As she has not yet met Nala, 
Sleep personified as an intimate friend introduces him to her. Here is a 
reconstruction of the original Sanskrit with Narayal)a's gloss of each term: 

Closed/from the eyes/ closed by the silence of the external organs of sense/ 

even from the heart/and/after hiding/that lord of the earth, i.e., the king/ 

never seen/great secret/by sleep/to her/was shown. 

nimilitat/ ak?i-yugat/bahyendriya -mauna-mudritat/hrdo 'pi/ ca/ sarpgopya/ 

sa mahipati):I/kadapy avik?ital.J/mahat rahasyarp/nidraya/ asya):I/ adar5i 

Here is translation no. 2: 

Great Nala, become my husband! 

Live outside ofKaliyuga's reach and 

stay away from those who inflict pain on others. 

Be different than those who, through ignorance, 

remain silent of others' virtues. 

You of mysterious beauty, 

be one who has contact with those who have realized Vi~l)u! 

Here, Damayanti speaks directly to Nala, as a lover to a beloved as he 
departs for an extended stay away from her. Here is how Narayal)a reseg­
ments some of the relevant word divisions of the verse to reorder the 
syntax and to arrive at this desired interpretation: 

ak?i-yugat/bahya/nidraya/indriya-mauna-mudridat ahrdo 'pi/mahan/ 

adarsi-sm'Jga/ a pi/ akada py avik?ita):I/ sa/rahasyama/mahi-pati):I/ sya):I 

from Kaliyuga/13e outside!/because of ignorance/not acknowledging the 

virtues of others by staying silent/Great Nala/one who has contact with 

those who have realized Vi?I)U [represented by the letter "a"]/ also/ 

unseen by those who inflict pain on others/0 you of mysterious beauty/ 

my celebrated husband/13ecome! 

At the end of this radical reorganization of the verse's elements, Narayal)a 
understates: "That's enough!" (ity alam). Taking stock here of Narayal)a's 
exercise in overinterpretation, we can first note the impediments he had to 
face: sticking to the plot (the verse had to be about Nala and Damayanti), 

( 
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adhering to the rules of grammar, and bringing sensitivity to the propriety 
of the context. To overcome these obstacles, he brings forth an array of 
remarkable tools: exploiting the double meanings (sle$a) available through 
homonyms; creatively breaking up word boundaries; relying on second­
ary and tertiary meanings of words or significance specifically created by 
special dictionaries, like the "Lexicon for Single Phonemes" (ekc1k$arakosa). 
One assumes that, from a narrative point of view, Naraya~ta had to judge 
whether it is sensible to think that Damayanti would utter these words 
(translation no. 2). On one level, they do express the immense love and 
desire for well-being she feels toward Nala; on another level, her admoni­
tion to Nala to be wary of Kali, who will eventually break up their mar­
riage, is also contextually appropriate here. Furthermore, consonant with 
the broader premise of his commentary-that Srihar~a·s favored divinity 
is Rama, the seventh avatc1ra of Vi~ryu-invoking Vi~ryu in this verse also 
makes sense for Narayarya. Thus, it is clear that if one accepts the notion 
that Narayarya's intellectual milieu demanded such sophisticated exe­
getical achievements, replete with charm and surprise (camathira) and 
extreme in their ability to stretch the forms oflanguage and thought, then 
interpretations like these do not ring false or seem excessive. 

CONCLUDING OBSERVATIONS 

Pierre Bourdieu has compared the practice of literary criticism to a 
"well-regulated ballet, in which individuals and groups dance their own 
steps, always contrasting themselves with each other, sometimes clash­
ing, sometimes dancing to the same tune, then turning their backs on 
each other in often explosive separations, and so on, up until the present 
time" (Bourdieu 113). While perhaps too dramatic a metaphor to describe 
premodern critical scholarship on Nai$adhlya, the materials we have to 
work with do invite the question of how hermeneutics change over time 
in Sanskrit literary culture. This chapter has argued that the thirteenth­
century commentators of Nai$adh!ya faced the task of making an exciting 
new work available to their courtly audiences. Their own scholarship on 
the poem, therefore, was unfettered by received ideas about the poem but 
also, therefore, unsatisfactorily equipped to provide a global perspective 
on the multiple possibilities available to interpret the Nai$adhlya. I largely 
attribute the coherence and univocal nature of their hermeneutic posi­
tion to this fact. 
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Later commentators like the sixteenth-century Naraya!)a, writing in a 
context where the Nai?adlllya was already seen as a canonical work, pro­
duced (or rather, were able to produce) commentaries that were willfully 
polyvalent, keen to overinterpret, and even self-contradictory. Whereas 
the early commentators generally interpreted through one prism of 
Srihar~a's composition, the later commentators attempted to assimilate 
a perceived totality of Srihar~a's vision, which allowed for the negation 
of absolute validity to any single interpretive hypothesis. No wonder 
then that these later commentaries set the tone for allegorical and "reli­
gious" readings outside of the formal Sanskrit commentary. These later 
documents aim to relive the scene, as it were, and rewrite the Nai?adhiya 
through the lens of supernatural accomplishment, something Srihaqa 
himself claims to have relied upon to inspire his poem. 

Mallinatha and his cohort-in the middle period-perhaps prefigured 
the developments of the sixteenth century or perhaps they already had 
access to such commentaries in their own time and reacted unhappily to 
them. By this time, the canonical mahcikc!vya had high pedagogical status 
and was an important site for contestation among professional scholars. 
To give multiple interpretations, where one interpretation was no better 
than the other, likely seemed excessive to them and clearly caused some 
consternation. The impression that Mallinatha's commentary gives is 
that Srihar~a's poem functioned as one among several other canonical 
poems in need of a commentary suitable for students; unlike the com­
mentaries of Vidyadhara, Ca!)~lupa!)~lita, and Naraya!)a, whose efforts 
are guided by Srihaqa's own agenda, his commentary seems to be more 
guided by the general requirements of mahc!kavya studies in pedagogical 
contexts. I imagine that the idea that interpretations could be unpre­
dictable (Ca!){,lupa!)~iita) and brazen (Naraya!)a), but not outright wrong, 
rankled commentators like Mallinatha, who was seemingly more con­
cerned with getting it right than allowing for wrongheaded, if not gram­
matically wrong, interpretations. Why? Because the abuse (as he sees it) 
of tropes, by making them wander away from convention, opens up a 
closed normative tropological system that gives Sanskrit literature a spe­
cific identity; commentators who read for too much nuance have a per­
ceptual disorder, as it were, that effectively kills the text (as Mallinatha 
implies in entitling his Nai?adhlya commentary as The Enlivener) or at 
least kills what the text is supposed to do for a culture, which apparently 
is to contribute to its steady self-propagation. Or could it be that overly 
close readings, like Naraya!)a's, dull (kill?) the readers' own vital drive 
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toward refining their own ability to distinguish nuance in Srlhaqa's Ian­
guage? From this perspective, Mallinatha's pedagogical preference is for 
a clear surface reading that pays sufficient attention to a verse's minu­
tiae over and above a deeper reading that draws perception away from 
the text's literal meanings. Such a preference might underlie a theory of 
reading that summons the reader to experience and articulate for her­
self a text's potency for nuance. 

In conjunction with their role as links between the poet and audience~ 
it is important to remember that commentaries constitute traditions of 
interpretation, as Paul Griffiths explains, and generally revolve around 
issues of authority, hierarchy, community, and tradition. 31 As such, the 
hermeneutic efforts of the Nai$adhiya's Sanskrit commentators have, by 
and large, determined the appreciation and grounds for inquiry suit­
able to the text, exerting interpretive control through a host of strate­
gies. While their general adherence to normative forms of exegesis 
circumscribes the range of interpretive choice they provide, some of the 
Nai$adhiya commentators successfully create a space for other types of" 
reading-the allegorical, for example-that evolved eventually into full­
fledged interpretive traditions in their own right. The case of Narayal).a ~ s 
Prakasa, the vastly popular sixteenth-century commentary, is instruc­
tive here. In addition to his commentary being invariably read alongside 
Srlhar~a's poem in modern times, it is also an early source for popular 
allegorical readings of the text (see chapter 5). That being said, most com­
mentaries on Nai$adhiya are the work of scholars trained in specific dis­
ciplines (sastra). Each commentator brings to the forefront, therefore, a 
series of relevant adjunct texts from a carefully constructed textual hier-­
archy to clarify or bolster his position. The Sanskrit exegetical traditiot"'l 
is, as Robert Goldman explains, a highly "literate intellectual culture of 
reference" where the commentary constitutes merely the superstructure 
for the multiple genres that actually construct the text. 30 The citations 
of certain texts available in Nai$adhiya commentaries reflect the ways it"'l 
which the text may have been constructed in a given historical conteKt: 
or literary milieu. Commentators' 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 accepted as legit­
imate in the understanding of texts. It turns out, therefore, that, like the 
Nai$adhiya itself, each Nai$adhiya commentary constitutes traditions Df 
multiple, hybrid, and heterogeneous texts marked by a distinctive histo­
ricity, nuanced critical sensibilities and paradigms, and complex herme­
neutic desires. 
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T
HE PREVIOUS chapter made the argument that Nai~adhiya's diverse 
interpretive careers closely followed a pattern of changing recep­
tion contexts within which formal commentaries were produced. 

Thus, I suggested in outline a set of relationships over the span of seven 
centuries between interpretive practices and shifting attitudes toward 
the mahiikiivya's function in particular reading contexts. This chapter 
follows a similar strategy, but rather than focusing on the interpretation 
of Nai~adhiya from a literary-critical perspective, it directs attention to 
the ways in which practices of editing-especially during and after the 
fifteenth century-inform and illuminate aspects of the reception of the 
poem. Commentators' editorial decisions, I argue, mesh in insightful 
ways with their hermeneutic attitudes and interpretive practices. Their 
text-critical determinations effectively generate information about the 
Nai~adhfya's reception in ways that exceed a calculus of variants or a 
record of emendations. Most significantly, arguments over variant read­
ings and emendations reflect divergent perspectives among the com­
mentators about Srihar~a's style and authorial intentions, perspectives 
that profoundly informed commentators' critical apprehension of the 
work. Like the various interpretive modes discussed in the previous chap­
ter, text-critical arguments distilled past attitudes about the poem and 
shaped, in turn, the inheritance of the Nai~adhiya among later genera­
tions of readers. 

Most prominent among their editorial tasks is to settle on a perfect text, 
one that is filtered of any faulty accretions or subtractions. I suggested 
earlier that on account of its enterprising experiments with language and 
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imagery, the Nai?adhiya is a catachrestic text par excellence. As such, even 
well-read commentators of Sanskrit kc!vya are often left wondering if they 
are reading a correct form or not. This frequently leads them to engage in 
arguments about identifying the correct reading or simply the best read­
ing. Such debates became a defining feature of the Nai?adiliya's textual 
history. The result of these arguments, concludes Handiqui, is that: "A 
study of the [Nai?adhija's] commentaries reveals a bewildering mass of 
variant readings and there is probably no other poem of the h!vya period 
which presents so many of them." 1 It could be the case that as the earliest 
mahakc!vya commentaries are only available since about the tenth century, 
variant readings of poems before this time have not come down to us. 
Nevertheless, as Handiqui suggests, Nai?adl!iya commentators frequently 
cited variant readings they had either rejected as wrong or passed over as 
inferior; sometimes, they sparingly emended the text altogether if they 
presumably believed it had been miscopied by a scribe or perhaps inter­
polated by someone other than the author. As I discuss in the section that 
follows, however, until the twentieth century, rarely do commentators 
explicitly call for the text to be emended even if they might have believed 
Srihaqa himself had committed a technical do?a. a literary transgression, 
by using the wrong word or exceeded poetic decorum by repeating a simi­
lar idea over the course of two or more verses. 

Fixing a definitive version of the text also has proved to be an enduring 
challenge to Nai$adhiya's commentators, as has the problem of the poem's 
extent-unresolved questions about whether Srihar~a·s original work has 
come down as an unfinished text. Several early commentators as well as 
some modern scholars believe that it is an incomplete text. Others, such 
as Vidyadhara and Narayarya, while acknowledging the arguments of 
unnamed critics who believed otherwise, put forth a compelling case in 
support of the poem's extent as it currently stands. The lack of consen­
sus among early readers about the authoritative text of the Nai?adhija 
is staggering, and separating what authentically belongs to Srihar~a·s 

poem from what was mistakenly added or interpolated has been a mat­
ter of great contestation. A comparative analysis of these different read­
ings helps us, at least, to identify lineages of reading communities from 
the thirteenth to sixteenth centuries, some inflected by the region from 
which they emerge but others notably transcending regional markers. We 
can deduce, for example, that Caryc,luparyc,lita and Vidyadhara generally 
agree and are followed in their readings by fourteenth-century commen­
tator Isanadeva and seventeenth-century commentator Jinaraja. The fact 
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that readings from the three commentators from Gujarat (Ciryc;luparyc;lita, 
Vidyadhara, and jinaraja) agree supports a thesis of regional text-lin­
eages; however, their agreement with the Vararyasi-based !Sanadeva's 
readings, only one-half century removed from the two earlier Gujarati 
commentators (Vidyadhara and Cary~luparyc;lita), suggests a wider network 
of manuscript transmission.2 Narayarya (sixteenth century), Mallinatha 
(fifteenth century), and Narahari (fourteenth century) often agree on 
readings, although Mallinatha's text sometimes differs in distinctive ways 
from all the others.1 We can also be certain that there were other read­
ings available even before Vidyadhara's and Caryc;luparyc;lita's commentar­
ies that do not get picked up by any other commentators afterward.4 In 
my own citations and translations of the Nai~adhiya, I have opted to use 
sixteenth-century Narayarya's text-with-commentary because it is the 
latest of the printed versions, contains many of the variants used by ear­
lier commentaries, and is the base text used by K.K. Handiqui, A.N. )ani, 
and most other twentieth-century scholars in their writings on the poem. 

IS THE NAI~ADHIYA FLAWED? 

Unsurprisingly, one of the many synonyms in Sanskrit for a scholar 
(par:zJita) is do~ajfia: "one who recognizes faults." The scholastic acumen 

(par:zJitya) demonstrated by most hivya commentaries places a great 
deal of emphasis, therefore, on grammaticality and linguistic decorum 
(sadhutva). Microscopic analysis of linguistic usage, in fact, constitutes the 
most important function of Sanskrit commentaries. The Nai?adhfya tradi­
tion exhibits an ideal case study to examine the extent to which Sanskrit 
intellectual life fixated on the ideal of siidhutva. Pollock argues that 
the impulse to guide literary correctness among Sanskrit intellectuals 
extends to a more general "cultural-political problematic of correctness 
(sadfmtva)," which itself is "generated from within the discourses and his­

tories of grammars, the grammaticized language usage of kiivya, and the 
symbiotic ties of both grammar and kavya with kings, courts, and larger 
polities.'' 5 Building on the logic of SL!dhutva, if we accept that one of the 
functions of canonical works is to serve as a model of literary excellence, 
it is not surprising that the Nai?adhiya's popularity as a textbook for liter­
ary training in institutional pedagogical contexts was intimately tied up 
with arguments about its virtues-and flaws. A cluster of scholarly essays 
in Hindi and Sanskrit from the twentieth century speaks to the endurance 
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of this discourse. For example, Sahityacarya Paramesvarananda Sastri 
of the Oriental College injalandhar (Panjab) argues in a 1948 essay that 
Srihar~a·s commission of literary faults (do$a) is actually the Nai$adhiya's 
"sixth virtue"; another Hindi essay from 1952 by R.N. Bhatt plays on the 
famous Sanskrit aphorism that asserts that "poets cannot be goaded 
into conformity" (nirarikusii!I kavayal:z) to argue against critics who find 
fault with Srihar~a·s unconventional poetry.'' Another essay discusses the 
poem's "aesthetic propriety" (aucitya) from the point of view of its do$aS.7 

The fact that Sanskrit commentators since the fifteenth century have 
been eager to dispel controversies in their remarks on Nai$adhiya con­
firms the prevalent existence of hostile or potentially hostile responses 
to the poem's appreciation as a work of high literary merit. In fact, inten­
sive scrutiny of the poem's perceived do$as becomes a long-standing 
appendix to any study of the Nai$adl!iya tradition and is woven into 
the anecdotal history of the poem's reception. Remembered narratives 
of critics chiding Srihaqa's iconoclasm probably reflect a reality of the 
mixed reception given to the Nai$adl!iya's literary usages and choices. For 
example, a popular account (lokokti) that has wide circulation (and is defi­
nitely anachronistic) locates Srihar~a as the nephew of the poetics master 
Mammata. According to the story, Mammata regrets that he did not have 
the Nai$adhiya in front of him when he composed his chapter on do$a; 
had he known about the poem, he would not have had to scour other 
poems for examples to put in his book.8 Indeed, Srihar~a does not seem 
too concerned with the customary "rules" and conventions of mahakc'ivya. 
Sanskrit commentators who sympathetically identify with Srihar~a have 
noticed this and are quick to come to his defense against the critics. 
Sixteenth-century Nai$ad1Iiya commentator Ramacandra Se~a points out, 
for instance, at the end of the first canto of his BIIiivadyotanika (Explaining 
the Sense) commentary that "even if Srihar~a does not describe the con­
ventional topics of the genre (introduction of the seasons, mountains, 
flower plucking, water sports, wine drinking, amorous games, etc.), it 
should not raise any controversy about whether this poem is a mahiikcivya 
or not."9 Ramacandra then cites the renowned poetics master Dary<;lin's 
Kiivyiidarsa (1.20) to bolster his argument that leaving out some conven­
tional aspect or other does not ruin a poem.'0 

In an important way, therefore, the historiography of the Nai$ad1Iiya 
tradition that I have laid out, to trace retrospectively the fact of the 
poem's canonicity today through secondary literature on it from the 
past eight centuries, participates in a larger ongoing debate in Sanskrit 
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intellectual culture about what poetry is, and especially what good poetry 
is. Generally, this question fell into the purview of the discourse on poet­
ics (alarzkclrasclstra). However, I contend, we can also draw insights from 
monitoring the nature of debates going on in the kavya commentaries 
(even concerning a single verse), which, owing to the fact that many of 
the commentators are also trained in formalist poetics, may amount to 
similar (if not the same) results articulated by the alaizkarasastra. The 
differences between the two evaluative traditions, however, reflect the 
divergent agendas underlying their sets of practices. As far as I can tell, 
commentaries in the premodern period were not written on texts that 
were thought to be problematic or inferior to other works. Commentaries 
on the Nai$adhiya, therefore, are premised on the notion that the work 
represents an exemplary ideal of the mahakavya genre and the culture it 
reflects. The alaizkclrasastra, however, sees a defined set of rules as defining 
ma1zakc!vya culture and, therefore, when elucidating a totalizing prescrip­
tion that identifies do$a in literary works, the alankarasc!stra treatise and 
its commentator may exemplify any given poet's (even a highly esteemed 
poet's) verse for its transgressive quality. Contrarily, however, the kavya 
commentator, who has an intimate relationship with the poem he is com­
menting on, will usually not explicitly point to a flaw in the poet's verse. 
The commentator's criticism, rather, will be more oblique, with either 
strategic neglect or a gentle form of emendation being the preferred 

means of critique. 
Three examples will elucidate the variety of commentarial response 

on do$a in the Nai?acUziya. The first comes from twentieth-century com­
mentator Haridasa Siddhantavagisa, whose suggested emendation to 
what he fears might be a do$a in Srihar~a's poem is conveyed in a way 
that is atypical of the practices of earlier Nai$adhiya commentators. The 
second example here takes up the case of seventeenth-century commen­
tator Gagabha~~a (Visvesvara). Gagabha~ta was not only a Nai$adhiya com­
mentator but also a major commentator on an influential twelfth-century 
alaizkiirasclstra text entitled the Candraloka (Moonlight). 11 In his commen­
tary on the Candraloka, Gagabhatta's gloss on a particular do$a leads him 
to draw an example from the Nai$acUziya, thus providing us with a glimpse 
into another side of the critical enterprise and the freedoms and restric­
tions respectively associated with commentaries on alaizkarasastra and 
kavya. The third example comes from Gadadhara's fifteenth-century 
commentary. Gadadhara repudiates the practice of emending the poem's 
verses without due consideration of the poem's broader tendencies and 
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aesthetic. His response constitutes an interesting, and perhaps unique, 
premodern perspective on the propriety of certain editorial decisions 

that have since become standard. 

EMENDING THE POEM 

As late as the twentieth century, Haridasa Siddhantavagisa's commentary 
and translation of Nai~adhiya (completed in the 1930s) contains numerous 
identifications of Srihar~a's counternormative expressions and even goes 
so far as to offer emendations. In this aspect, as I suggest above, Haridasa's 
practice resonates more closely with that of writers and commentators of 
almikarasastra than with premodern kavya commentators. For example, 
Haridasa notices a problem in verse 9.90 of the Nai~adhiya where he sees 
what is, to his mind, an infelicitous consonantal harshness with the use of 
the disagreeable "ra" in place of a softer phoneme. Emending Srihar~a's 
expression "vilambase jivita kir)1 drava drutarp" ("Oh life, do you still hang 
on? Go away quickly!"), Haridasa suggests "vilambasejiva kim asunil; sara;' 
which, more or less, means the same thing but avoids, according to the 
commentator, the obstruction of the verse's primary emotional tenor of 
love-in-separation (vipralambha-spigara) with the harsh sound "ra." Other 
less than desirable poetic usages in general that commentators frequently 
cite are summarized in the Sal!ityadarpa~w: 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. 12 

Faults in composition are usually characterized as some kind of techni­
cal failing of grammatical norms or linguistic effect (sabda). Otherwise, 
they are usually expressed either in terms of being detrimental to the 
meaning (artha) and emotional tenor (rasa) or, as in several cases with the 
Nai~adhiya, on account of their being some violation of poetic conventions 
(kavi-sanketa) or popular notions (prasiddhi). One Nai~adl!iya commentator, 
the seventeenth-century Visvesvara (better known as Gagabhatta), in his 
commentary Rcikagama (The Approach of the Full-Moon Day) onjayadeva 
Piyu~avaqa's celebrated twelfth-century poetics manual Candra/oka 
(Moonlight), frequently uses Nai~adhiya verses to exemplify figures of 
speech but, in some notable cases, to exemplify cases where the poet 
could have avoided criticism for his usage by doing things differently. For 
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example, Gagabhatta sees a flaw in Srlhaqa's word construction (pada­
do$a) in verse 1.2. He argues that it has "a seed of being flawed" (dii$akatii­
bija) because it obscures the clarity of the image intended by the poet. 
First I give Srlhar~a's text and translation of 1.2, followed by Gagabhatta's 
proposed emendation: 

rasaih kathci yasya sudhcivadhira(Ji nala!1 sa bhtljc!nir abhiid gu(Jc1 'dblwta!1l 

suvar(Ja -da(J\ia ika-si W tapa tri ta j val at -p ratcipciva I i-ki rti-ma1.1~alahl I 

Nala was the husband of the earth, the king, 

a man whose virtues were astounding. 

He left a line of blazing splendor 

that served as the golden staff 

and an orb of fame 

that was the single white royal umbrella. 

His stories, filled with many rasas, 

excel the divine nectar. 

In order to remove the perceived pada-do$a in Srlhaqa's rendering, 

Gagabhatta alters the verse as follows: 

rasai!1 kathci yasya sudluivadhira(Ji nalcna teruisu krtm71 mahi-blnijci I 
jvalat-pratcipcivali-kirti-ma(J\ialarr stlvar(w-da(J\!aika-si@a-patritam I I 

Nala, ruler of the earth, 

made the orb of his fame­

with its line of blazing splendor-

serve as his single white umbrella and golden staff. 

His stories, filled with many rasas, 

excel the divine nectar. 

Here, Gagabhatta dissolves Srihaqa's balwvriili compound because he 
believes that, as it stands, the compound confuses what is being predicated 
and what is being modified. He correctly identifies that suvan;za-dal}~aika­
sitiitapatrita ("a single white royal umbrella and a golden staff') modifies 

the description of Nala as pratcipavali-kirti-mal}~ala (that Nala who had 
an "orb of fame with a line of blazing splendor"). Gagabhatta's version, 
accordingly, separates the elements in the compound and reorients the 
grammatical subject (the instrumental case maili-blnijii for the nominative 
case bhii-jiini~1) more clearly to capture the poet's intended sense/3 
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While he averts the perceived pada-do~a, the emendations Gagabhatta 
suggests in the second, third, and fourth quarters of the verse essentially 
mute the dazzling alliterative effects Srihaqa's verse achieves. Thus, the 
assonance created by the repetition of the phoneme bfw/bfnl in the sec­
ond quarter of Srihar~a's verse (sa blnljcinir ab/nld gll(lcl 'dbhutah) is lost 
in Gagabhatta's reworking, as is the sound effect of the third and fourth 
quarters by creating two compounds and reconfiguring the original order 
of the words to replace the sonically effective singular one in Srihar~a's 
text (jvalat-pratclpavali-kirti-ma~l~ta/ar!J and st~var~la-da~l~iaika-sitata-patritam 
for suvar~w-da~l~aika-sitcitapatrita-jvalat-pratapcivali-kirti-ma~l~tala~1). Two 
points can be made here. First, Gagabhatta's remarks illuminate the kind 
of immersion a Sanskrit commentator has in the broader literary culture 
of the source poem. Along with the poet and the scribe, the commen­
tator clearly played an important intermediary role in not only being a 
reader of the text but also having an important part in writing the text. He 
thus feels comfortable suggesting emendations to the text as long as they 
are consonant with improving the poem's stature among literary critics. 
Here, therefore, the production and consumption of the text, its writing 
and reading, do not constitute distinctive realms for him. 

The second significant issue is that of the critique that such editorial 
work opens itself up to, whereby the commentator violates one aspect of 
the poet's probable aesthetic intentions ultimately to satisfy the commen­
tator's aesthetic intentions for the poem. Gagabhatta disciplines Srihar~a's 
verse by bringing it into line with a more grammatically acceptable usage. 
His remark, therefore, from a strictly logical point of view, is well taken. 
However, the commentator's version effectively strips Srihar~a's original 
of its alliterative expressivity and also minimizes the complexity that the 
poet strives to achieve in this and many other verses of his poem. The 
effect of the verse on the audience is fundamentally altered by the emen­
dation, despite the fact that the basic semantic sense is kept intact. 

COUNTERCRITIQUES TO EMENDATION 

It is also clear, however, from some strident critiques against this practice 
that not all commentators approved of emending the poet's work without 
due caution. The fifteenth-century commentator Gadadhara is an excel­

lent example of such a commentator, as revealed by his extensive discus­
sion about text-critical practices concerning the first two verses (1.1 and 
1.2) of the Nai~adhiya: 
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That Nala was a treasure-house of resplendence, 

a great and dazzling festival, 

the orbit of whose fame is represented by 

the white royal umbrella. 

Drinking in the stories of this earth protector, 

even gods do not care as much for the divine nectar. 

Nala was the husband of the earth, the king, 

a man whose virtues were astounding. 

He left a trail of blazing majesty 

that served as the golden scepter, 

and an orbit of fame 

that was the single white royal umbrella. 

His stories, filled with many rasas, 

excel the divine nectar. 

We notice here that the first and second verses are strikingly similar from 
a structural, semantic, and stylistic point of view. In fact, the basic sense is 
virtually the same: to hear stories about Nala trumps even the desire to feed 
on ambrosia. Commentators, however, who have been disciplined by poetics 
prescriptions to find fault with repetitions of words and redundancy of ideas 
(purzar-ukti), were clearly troubled by verses that seem to repeat the same 
idea in a slightly different way (even more troubling for them, perhaps, is 
that these are the first verses of the poem!). We know this because Gadadhara, 
two centuries after the first commentaries on Nai$adhiya emerged, felt the 
need to articulate a feisty defense of the poet's usage against those who, 
citing it as an interpolation, wanted to edit out the second verse altogether. 

What follows here is Gadadhara's exposition. He first differentiates the 
first verse from the second one in order to offer an explanation for the 
apparent discrepancy: 

In desiring to compose this poem, this poet's first thought must have been: 

"What heroic king existed in this world, who was stoic and yet charming? 

I will make such a person 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 cintiima(li mantra, it is said that an answer flashed 

forth. And having telepathically received the first verse beginning with the 

phrase "Drinking in," he composed the poem out loud. The point of all this is to 

say that in doing so, the poet is saying: "J crown as the hero of this story a king 

named Nala, who in the Golden Age was adorned with virtue upon virtue."" 



116 <$> STRUGGLES OVER THE TEXT 

In attempting to establish that the second verse (1.2) is not a repetition 
of the first verse (1.1), Gadadhara then argues that the first verse satis­
fies the requirement of being an invocatory verse to spread auspicious­
ness (mmigalclcara~Ja) while the second verse deals with the subject matter 
of the poem (vastt~-nirde5a). As discussed earlier, the presupposition is 
that texts on poetics typically prescribed that the first verse either be a 
mangalacara~Ja or a vasttl-nirdesa. It is probable that some critics during 
Gadadhara's time argued that the first and second verses both served the 
identical purpose of vasttl-nirdesa, and, therefore, either the poet is guilty 
of repetition or the second verse must be an interpolation. Gadadhara 
methodically deconstructs this argument in defense of the poet's usage 
by first providing a summary of the various opinions on the matter: 

In the second verse, beginning with the words "stories filled with many 

rasas;· the poem's subject matter (vasw-nirdesa) is indicated. The poet reiter­

ates 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. Calling it a variant reading only means that the idea in the first 

verse is established because of the second verse. It is akin to the notion that a 

kisser becomes a kisser after there is a kiss. This is the line of thinking, then: 

the phrase "husband of the earth" (bhiipiila or bln1J1ni) in the second verse is a 

synonym for "earth protector" (k~iti-rak~in) in the first verse. In both phrases, 

the second element of the compound predicate essentially indicates the word 

king, which is the subject of the story. That king from the past was Nala, drink­

ing in whose stories even gods do not care much for the divine nectar. Thus 

the second verse supports the first. 1' 

Here, Gadadhara cites three different opinions, either of his own creation 
or those expressed by actual commentators: first, that the second verse 
is a roundabout repetition of the first and, therefore, can be safely elim­
inated; second, that 1.2 is an equally valid variant reading that can be 
exchanged for 1.1; or third, that 1.2 is a continuation of 1.1 and, therefore, 
should be semantically understood as a single verse. The first two opin­
ions are straightforward. Gadadhara skillfully explains the third opinion 
by saying that 1.1 and 1.2 relate and share a single meaning as two kissers 
relate in the act of kissing, that the two verses are different but become 
a unit when they encounter each other. 1

" Thus, both verses share the 
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intention of being a vastu-nirde5a, or mentioning of the subject matter 
(i.e., King Nala). Gadadhara further elaborates on the anonymous com­
mentator's view by citing that the specific mention of the concept "king" 
described as protector (rak?in) in 1.1 and husband (jcini) 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, while 1.2 touches 
upon the subject matter. Therefore, he concludes, both verses are neces­
sary, and the poet's usage should not be faulted: 

The name of the hero is already provided for (arnldyatva) in the ancient story 

literature (ptmi(Ja)-"There was a king named Suratha." It is provided in 

poetic texts (ktlvya)-"There was a king of the mountains named Himalaya." 

A name is also used in ordinary expressions-"ln the town ofKampilya, there 

was a brahmal)a named Vi~~1usarman." And so, here in the second verse (1.2), 

it reads "There was a king named Nala." However, if one holds Nala to be a 

predicate (vidheyatva) in 1.2 that 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 is the 

presence of Nala stories. Sensing that this idea might be misconstrued, the 

poet has purposefully extended the expression of his desired meaning in 

1.2-under the guise of a variant reading. And, therefore, in doing this, the 

gifted poet exhibits the profound maturity of his poetic efforts. Otherwise, 

why would this all-knowing poet not embed in a single verse the primary 

subject matter in an uncontroversial and normative manner? My comments 

are based on my own learning and common sense. Only the poet knows the 

secret truth of the matter. A devoted reader only gives his own opinion.'7 

Gadadhara's comment at the end, that the poet could have made things 
easier, suggests that he too is intuitively uneasy with Srlhar~a's usage 
but, upon reflection on the matter, finds it justifiable. His explanation 
is in keeping with the legendary notion that even the mention of the 

( 
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Nala story (the predicate of 1.1, according to Gadadhara) drives away all 
inauspiciousness.18 The last bit in Gadadhara's comments again reveals a 
formulaic reverence toward the text shared by many Sanskrit commenta­
tors. Overall, however, his meta-critical discussion is an unusual occur­
rence in Sanskrit commentary writing. It provides us with a glimpse into 
an important aspect of text-critical practices in early-modern India and 
sheds light on the nature of oral debate during this period that must have 
occasioned these formal exegetical statements. 

As Gadadhara's comments suggest, compared with other malu1kc1vya, 
text-critical scholarship on the Nai?adhiya has shown an inordinately strong 
inclination to emend or erase perceived repetitions in received versions of 
Srihar~a's poem. Commentators use various expressions to highlight an 
alleged interpolation or cite textual difficulties. For example, regarding 
certain verses (7.87, for example), Cal)c,lup<H)<;lita says, "Some do not read 
this verse" (kecid imar!J slokarrz na patlzanti), whereas jinaraja writes that 
"this verse is a variant reading of the preceding one and others do not even 
read it" (patlziintaram idam. evam anye 'pi na patlzanti). Narayal)a says: "Even 
though it is a variant verse, it is generally commented upon" (iti slokc1ntaram 
api vyakhyc!ta-prayam).1

? Commentators also remark on the absence of cer­
tain verses in some manuscripts, as they seemingly have an awareness of 
alternate readings in other manuscripts.20 Scribes are also invested in the 
process of forming a critical text of their authors.zt All of these editors, how­
ever, walk a fine line. While open to emendation, they are also wary of falsi­
fying their poet's usage without due consideration. While they are judicious 
in doing so, in the process of settling upon a valid reading, occasionally 
the Nai?adfziya commentators necessarily engage in acts of emendation that 
could be contested. Such acts point to a complex understanding of author 
and text and an awareness of their potential to influence subsequent read­
ings of the text. Once they perceive that some undesirable textual usage 
must have been interpolated, commentators swiftly eliminate, alter, or at 
the least draw attention to their inherited reading. 

Gadadhara's comment, however, is a warning to his fellow commenta­
tors. Often, in their zeal to emend perceived flaws, along the lines of their 
alankarasastra training, commentators (like in the case of Gagabhatta 
discussed earlier in this chapter) fail to take notice of Srihaqa's uncon­
ventional stylistic tendencies. For example, throughout the Nai?adlziya, 
Srihaqa characteristically exhausts his imaginative conceits, either 
by clothing them in new language or by elaborating on their multi­
ple possibilities. This often leads him to repeat the same thought in a 
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different way over the span of two verses. From the point of view of a 
rigid poetics, however, the Nai$adhiya is to be faulted for this urge to 
repeat and for a series of other violations of normative poetic practice. 
]ani, who synthesizes a series of these breaches of grammaticality in 
Srihar~a's poem ranging from unaccounted-for forms to irregular com­
pounds to incorrect declensions, demonstrates the persistence of the 
alarikc'irasc!stra's influence on literary criticism in the modern period.n 
The poet himself shows awareness of this fact about his poem and, in 
characteristic fashion, includes a verse (22.82) that chides fussy critics 
to accept that popular custom frequently overrules the presumptuous 
rules of prescriptive grammar: 

Popular usage of words by poets (/aka) 

upstages the vanity of grammarians, 

as actual usage trumps the rules governing it. 

So it is that the word for "moon" is sasin, 

because it supposedly harbors a rabbit (sasa). 

The moon is not called an "antelope" (mrgin) 

even though many say it possesses spots 

that resemble those of an antelope (mrga). 

The point here is that, according to grammar, the same grammatical 
suffix should apply in the case of both "moon" and "antelope." Popular 
usage, however, trumps grammatical prescription. Ni.iraym;a explains 
that Srihar~a·s point here is that grammar should be subservient to popu­
lar usage, as logic dictates that a counterproposition would lead to a host 
of unwanted fallacies (do$a). 21 Clearly, this is not a perspective universally 
shared by many of the grammarian-scholars who comment on his poem. 
Narayal).a suggests that Srihar~a means lzimse!fwhen he refers to "popular 
usage" (e$a~z kavir loka!z prablw!z). Again, in the ninth canto (9.3 7), through 
Damayanti's words to Nala (disguised as a messenger), Srihar~a makes a 
reference to the attitude a commentator has for the author, perhaps mak­
ing a subtle plea for sensitivity on the part of his own critics: 

I am merely a mortal woman. 

How can I give a fitting response to the eloquent gods? 

You should be like a commentator, 

not an adversary, of this series of aphorisms, 

the words spoken by me. 

( 
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Srihar~a's awareness of criticism swirling around his work marks an 
important moment in the history of the genre. While he is poised to 
use the massive resources of a developed poetic and linguistic tradition, 
Srihar~a has also inherited the burdens of centuries of convention and 
tired metaphor, some of which he naturally and self-consciously trans­
gresses, renovates, or completely reimagines. 

As Gadadhara implies, however, commentators often do not see it this 
way and challenge their inherited readings, without necessarily saying 
anything unseemly about the poet. Another illuminating example of this 
phenomenon, along with the critical debate it spawns, concerns verses 
10.41 and 10.42. The commentators' handling of these two verses is espe­
cially instructive of the Sanskrit exegete's diverse text-critical practices 
around issues of suspected interpolation. During Damayanti's husband­
choosing ceremony (svayar11vara), Srihaqa imagines that the gathered 
kings collectively expressed their envy for Nala in a mocking tone. He 
explains this thought across two verses. Both verses play on the words 
for ordinal numbers "first," "second," and "third" (pratlrmml, dvitiycl, trtiy,'i, 
cldya, dvaita, trtiyatcl): 

10.41: 

The jealous kings belittled him under the pretext of praising him: 

"Has the new (pratlzama) moon itself incarnated onto the earth?" 

"Is he a second (dvitiya) god of love?" 

"Is he a third (trtiya) Asvin?" 

10.42: 

Those jealous ones exaggeratedly praised him: 

"He is the original (adya) incarnation of the moon on the earth." 

"This youth is a second (dvaita) god of love." 

"He is a third (trtiyatil) embodiment of the (two) Asvins." 

Both verses ostensibly share the same code: jealous kings sarcastically 
identifying Nala as undeserving of the high regard others have of him. 
Both cite the kings' strategy of saying one thing and meaning another: 
praising Nala superficially but expressing their underlying contempt. The 
two verses reveal subtle differences, however, on three different levels. 
First is on the most obvious level of diction: the use of different words to 
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describe identically the kings' expression of Nala's uniqueness (in 10.41: 

pratlzama/sudhc!IJ1Sll, dvitiyii/smara, and trtiyc!/dasra; in 10.42: adya/vidlm, 
dvaita/rati-vallablw, and trtiyatc!/nc!satya). The second level is structural: 
Whereas the kings frame their insincere praise for Nala in the form of 
questions in 10.41, they make declaratory statements in 10.42. The third 
level is semantic. In 10.41, Srlhar~a explicitly states that the kings "belit­
tled him" under the pretext of praising him, while in 10.42 the verbal sur­
face only implies the kings' contempt, which can be inferred from their 
affected, exaggerated praise for Nala. 

The reaction of the commentators to these two verses is varied. The 
existence of verse 10.42 is not even acknowledged by commentators 
Vidyadhara and Jinaraja, presumably on the grounds that it is an inter­
polation. Ca!J9upal).<;lita very briefly comments on verse 10.42 and makes 
no mention of its repetitive theme, explaining simply that both verses 
are expressions of "false praise" ( vycya-stuti). Narayal).a is clearly not 
happy with the second verse's inclusion in his inherited text, patiently 
offering a spare remark on it (on the word dvaitam meaning "second") 
and then swiftly concluding that "this verse is redundant because of its 
expressing a previous meaning" (ayarn 5/oka~z gatartlzatviit punar-uktal;z). 
The commentator Mallinatha's gloss on this verse bears some reflec­
tion. Mallinatha seems, at first, to distinguish 10.42 from 10.41 by read­
ing in the last quarter of 10.42 "kila nzatsarai~z" instead of"krta-matsarai/:z." 
If it is "krta-matsarai~z," then little doubt remains that Srlhar~a is simply 
rephrasing the same idea from the previous verse, that the jealous kings 
are mocking Nala. However, by suggesting that the word ki/a, which com­
monly expresses contempt, is synonymous here with khalu, which implies 
certainty (tai~z stuta~z kila stuta~z klwlu), Mallinatha seems to be opening up 
the possibility that the kings are actually praising Nala, thus adding the 
suggestion that NaJa's greatness compels even enemies to respect him. It 
is notable that none of the commentators ask why anyone would possibly 
interpolate the second verse here. 

SCRIBAL INTERVENTIONS 

Mallinatha's concluding comment on verse 10.42, however, which is 
redacted in two alternative versions, reveals a curious perspective that very 
assiduously attempts to spare the poet from the charge of being repetitive. 
One reading (in the Krishnadas Academy edition) of his gloss concludes 
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that "even though [this verse] is a repetition of the previous verse, because 
the poet wrote it, it is a correct, established reading just like the prior verse 
is established as correct" (pClrva-5/okena purwr-uktam api kavinc'i likhitatvat 
sthitarp pClrva-vat). A second reading of Mallinatha's gloss reads that "even 
though [this verse] is a repetition of the previous verse, on account of the 
poet's greed, it is a correct, established readingjust as the prior verse is estab­
lished as correct" (piirva-5/okena punar-uktam a pi kaviru'i kavi-lobhat stl!itar!l 
piirva-vat).21 By the poet's "greed" in the second reading of Mallinatha's 
gloss, one assumes that Mallinatha understands the poet to be trying to 
milk too much from his conceit by extending it over two verses. 

It is perhaps indicative of the interrelational fluidity of the malu!kc'ivya's 
textual tradition that a scribe, whose provenance is uncertain, thought 
better to change the reading of Mallinatha's comment, from "kavi-loblzc'it'' 
("on account of the poet's greed") to "kavinci /ikl!itatw'it" ("because the 
poet wrote it") or vice versa. Goodall and Isaacson reflect on similar 
types of "text confusion" in a note on Vallabhadeva's commentary Ol\ 

Kalidasa's Raghuvarp5a 1.83 (prasrave~w for prasnavena), where they write 
that such confusion perhaps resulted from "the paleographic similar, 
ity of the two words or from mental association" and ultimately led ta 
various scribal modifications to make sense of the terms. The case here 
is slightly more difficult to attribute to either of these causes, however, 
and requires some other explanation.25 One point is certain: scribes wha 
copied the manuscripts of Nai~adll!ya commentators frequently expres~ 
their own intelligence, editorial or generally scholastic, to bring about Ol' 

reinforce a plausible reading whenever necessary. for instance, a scribe 
of an early fifteenth-century manuscript of Cal',lc,lupal',l\iita's commentary 
adds lengthy discussions to the manuscript on topics ranging from gram, 
mar to astronomy to poetics, presumably to fill in gaps left by the other, 
wise diligent exegesis of Car,lc,lupa~t\!ita; the scribe is identified as josh\ 
Narapati, an Audicya brahmal',la who apparently copied the commentary 
"for the study of Mahannarayal',la and others, including the sons of th~ 
minister Bhabhala of the Nagara caste."26 Joshi Narapati's manuscript 
contrasts with another very old manuscript (1386 cc) of Car:t\lupaf).<;lita's 
commentary, composed by a scribe who was not a professionally trained 
scholar at all but rather a self-described "weapons dealer" (si/ara-sarapha ::: 
5iloha-5arc'ipha); this manuscript, which, according to J. jani, contains no 
additional material, was copied for the study of a certain Malik Mufarriha 
(Far}:tat al-Mulk) at Vejalpur. Far}:tat al-Mulk was a governor of Gujarat 
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during the late-fourteenth century and apparently a student and patron 
of Sanskrit literature." Similarly, at the end of the nineteenth canto, a 
scribe of isanadeva's commentary (different from the one noted above 
that supplies missing sections from other commentaries) remarks that 
a folio is missing in the manuscript of the last six verses (19.61-66) and 
that he wrote it up himself with the help of his teacher Vyasa Kalidasa. 28 

Examples such as this shed insight into the readership of the Nai~adhlya 
during these early centuries of its history and about the transmitting 
agents and the commissioning milieu within which they operated. We 
glean complex processes of textual criticism that involve a symbiotic rela­
tionship between the foundational text, its commentaries, and the scribal 
practices that govern their preservation. 

Returning to the above example, regardless of the "correct" reading 
ofMallinatha's comment, the two versions highlight dual tensions in the 
commentator's (or scribe'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 imputed to the poet. In other words, the options are that 
the audience should accept the two verses as genuine because Srlhar~a 
wrote them or that one should accept the two verses as genuine because 
it happens to be the poet's style to repeat ideas. Looking at this example 
objectively, one may simply conclude that Srlhar~a is playing with the 
same idea using different nominal items and syntactical constructions. 
Most of the commentators, however, seem unable to accept this position. 
On a certain level, there may be reason to sympathize with them. In a 
poem with as much wordplay as the Nai~adh!ya, it is indeed difficult to pin 
down a "correct" text when one reading may seem accurate but is actually 
not necessarily accurate. Educated in the science of poetics, commenta­
tors seem to have reacted with intolerance toward any kind of apparent 
redundancy from one verse to the next. They, therefore, resorted to label­
ing a suspect verse as interpolated and removed it altogether or called it 
a variant reading in their own preferred way. Many commentators before 
the sixteenth century also resisted celebrating the poem's proclivity 
toward polyvalence. These and many other text-critical decisions of the 
commentators appear ultimately as strained efforts to fix the character of 
the poem. They aim to discipline the poem, primarily making it amenable 
to their trained expectations rather than to accept it the way it is and 
instead adjust their expectations of it. 

( 
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IS THE NAI$ADHiYA COMPLETE? 

Another important feature of the text-critical discourse about the 
Nai~adhiya are arguments that the poem is unfinished. Fixing the extent 
of the poem is an editorial decision that has dominated the attention 
of both earlier commentators and contemporary scholars. Spanning 
twenty-two cantos and some 2,760 verses, the Nai~adfriya is one of the 
longest mahakavyas available in Sanskrit literature, with only Ratnakara's 
Haravijaya and Vimaladevagal).i's Hirascwbhiigya being longer. Yet, some 
readers are distressed by the fact that Srihar~a ends the poem where 
he does, with Nala describing the moonrise to Damayanti. Sometimes 
their dissatisfaction has been source-critical, finding Srihaqa's logic in 
adapting the Nala theme to his mahiikclvya lacking the appropriate clo­
sure. Others have cited internal evidence to suggest that the poem was 
meant to continue on but was stopped short for some reason or other. 
Yet others have made claims to seeing or hearing of a lost set of verses 
and cantos that somehow failed to enter the mainstream redaction of the 
poem. Some have themselves supplied what they gather to have been the 
unfinished project of Srihar~a. These kinds of critical reactions resonate 
with similar debates about other classic mailCikclvyas as well, most notably 
Kalidasa's RaghuvaiJlsa and Kumarasambhava. 2') 

For most of the Nai~adhiya's early commentators, twenty-two cantos 
seem to have been enough to serve what they see as Srihar~a's artistic 
vision. In the thirteenth century, Vidyadhara apparently was reacting to 
circulating debates about the extent of the Nai~adhiya during his time by 
making the following observation in the preface to his commentary: 

One may ask why Srihar~a has ended his poem at a particular point in the 

Nala narrative when it would have been more appropriate to tell the entire 

story the way it is told in the Mahiibl1iirata. fine, this perspective has merit. 

But a poem is meant to attract an audience and a poet follows his own emo­

tions to attract the hearts of his readership. And this is the part of the Nala 

narrative that Srihar~a found most attractive. Therefore, he ends his poem 

where he ends it. 30 

For Vidyadhara and most Nai~adhiya commentators, arguing against 
Srihar~a's choices and the integrity of his composition seems to have 
made little sense. Sixteenth-century Naraym:w notably remarks at the 
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end of the first canto (1.144) that "this poem's favored word (anka) is 
iinanda (spiritual bliss) because the poet uses the word in the final verses 
of all the cantos." He follows up this comment by introducing one of the 
final verses of the poem (22.148) with the short sentence, "Now Srihaqa 
desires to end the poem by having the benedictory blessing come from 
the mouth of his hero." Indeed, verse 22.148 takes the form ofNala's bene­
diction to the moon: 

The glorious moon is a big round pot 

with thousands of holes made by the demon Rahu, 

a many-toothed machine that relentlessly gnaws at it. 

From the holes of that golden pot-moon flow moonbeams­

cool, glistening, like nectar. 

May that divine moon be for our happiness at the festive time, 

when marriage is consecrated with spiritual bliss-

when Rati the beloved bride joins with Kamadeva the love god, 

on whose bow sit arrows made of flowers. 

The end ofNarayal)a's commentary on this verse again focuses on the use 
of the word clnanda ("spiritual bliss") and explains why Srihar~a ends his 
poem where he does, as Vidyadhara did several centuries earlier: 

By employing the word iinanda ("spiritual bliss") in the context of the bene­

diction "May the divine moon be for our happiness," Srlhaqa signals the end 

of the Nai~adhfya. Although the second half of NaJa's story may be narrated in 

the Mahiibhcirata, it lacks rasa by describing the fall ofthe hero. Poetry is sup­

posed to culminate in joy for a receptive audience. Here, because the second 

half of the story is marked by the presence of a disruption of rasa, Srlhar~a 

does not depict it." 

According to Narayal)a, because the last verse is benedictory in nature 
(the use of the word clnanda) and appropriate to Srihar~a·s overarching 
aesthetic intentions (the focus on the srr1giira rasa), the poem ends here.32 

While Narayal)a and Vidyadhara before him represent many com­
mentators' acceptance of where Srihaqa ends his poem, many con­
temporary scholars reject their conclusions. A.N. ]ani, for example, 
points to Srihar~a's own suggestion of future events found in the 
MahabMrata version and sees the introduction of the character Kali in 
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the seventeenth canto of the Nai~adhiya as strong evidence to suggest al1 
incomplete text. 33 He also mentions another report that, on the basis Of 
an "old list of some manuscripts published by Muni Jinavijayaji," som~ 
have speculated on the existence of an extensive (though lost) com., 
mentary by Kamalakaragupta, reputed to be Srihar~a's grandson; th~ 
claimed existence of this commentary indicates for ]ani a temptation t~ 
"conjecture that it might be dealing with the sequel [of the Nai~adlJijQ] 
also, which is lost to us at present."ll ]ani also reports some "fantastic'• 
stories of twentieth-century Sanskrit par,1~litas who claimed to hav~ 
seen manuscripts or passages from a lost text: 

N.K. Bhanacarya informs us that Pt. Riimagopiila smrtibhu~a~Ja of Banaras 

had witnessed with his own eyes a manuscript of the sequel in Uriya char­

acter with an Uriya pupil of his named either Diimodara or Rudranarayat:la 

(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 Nyiiyaratna who too used to quote a half verse 

that, according to him, belonged to the Nai?adha but is not found in the 

extant poem." 

Another theory rests on an anachronistic and confused account by a 
nineteenth-century commentator named Acyutaraya, who claims in his 
auto-commentary on a text called the Sahityasiira (Essence of Literature) 
that Srihar~a's Nai~adhiya had one hundred cantos.jani clarifies, however, 
that Acyutaraya, conflating details found in a sentence from Mammata's 
Kavyaprakasa, mistakenly "ascribes the authorship of the Nai~adlzija 
to some Dhavaka," a poet who meditated on the cintc'ima~ti mantra and, 
according to Acyutaraya, sold the poem to a King Har~a by first chang­
ing the epilogue verses of each Nai~adlriya canto to read the king's name. 
Acyutaraya is clearly confusing the detail from the Kdvyaprakc!Sa, where 
a certain poet named Dhavaka (probably synonymous with Bal)abhatta) 
is said to have earned riches from his patron, King Har~a of Kanauj (sev­
enth century CE).l6 Quoting much of Acyutaraya's commentary on the 
subject, A.N. ]ani rejects the claim but still holds to his contention that 
the Nai~adlJiya is incomplete: "This tradition at least proves that the 
Nai~adhiya had more than twenty-two cantos if not exactly one hun­
dred.''37 Other indications that the text might be incomplete are often 
couched in the fact that there are also original creative texts written by 
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later poets to perhaps fill the perceived void left by Srihar~a's version of 
the Nala narrative, works such as Vandarubhana's seventeenth-century 
Uttaranai~adlza. 

Much of the logic behind the search for lost traditions of "the rest of 
the Nai~adll!ya" is conveyed in philological terms but seems to be largely 
grounded in an impulse not to accept Srihar~a's dismemberment of the 
"original" Mal~eiblzclrata narrative ofNala's life into a few select episodes. 
We can infer that this unease with the extent of the Nai~adl!fya must 
have been a very early type of response to Srihaqa's poem as the early 
Sanskrit commentators, like Vidyadhara, as well as the later Narayal)a, 
seem to feel compelled to answer charges of an incomplete text. They 
are at pains to demonstrate the integrity of the poem and that Srihaqa's 
choice to end his narrative with the rising and setting of the moon at 
the end of the married couple's honeymoon is significant and emotion­
ally fulfilling. 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 
Mafziibl!iirata. In the case of the Nai~ad!zlya, their explanations seem to 
be solely framed around aesthetic concerns. Narayal)a, like Vidyadhara, 
argues that had Srihar~a continued the traditional narrative ofNala and 
Damayanti as recorded in the Malzcibharata, the poet would have in effect 
violated his own purpose (stated in the epilogue verse to the first canto) 
for writing the poem: to explore the sp'zgclra rasa in an unprecedented 
and artful manner. 

CONCLUDING OBSERVATIONS 

As an extension of their role as interpreters, the editorial tasks of Sanskrit 
commentators are important to consider for students of the mafziikiivya. 
Indeed, the poem's reception hinges as much on the final form of the 
text as it does on the ultimate function its interpretation plays in any 
given reading community. Text-critical decisions are guided by, and play 
a major role in guiding, attitudes about the poem and its poet's style. 
The Nai~adfzfya tradition, especially as it develops from the fifteenth cen­
tury onward, proves to be an excellent case study for this relationship 
between the hermeneutic and the editorial functions of the commenta­
tor precisely because, as discussed in this chapter, no other mahakiivya 
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has as many variant readings as the Nai~ad/(iya. Furthermore, the major­
ity of Nai~adhiya commentators did not agree on a fixed text at various 
moments. That a relatively late mailiikiivya like the Nai~adiliya would pre­
sent so many variant readings seems to be a somewhat unexpected phe­
nomenon, as it is usually older texts with widespread use or broken lines 
of transmission that present the kinds of textual difficulties faced by com­
mentators of Srihaqa's poem. Nevertheless, the diversity of arguments 
among Nai~acUziya commentators concerning Srihar~a's text-about 
where to smooth over perceived inconsistencies or to leave the inherited 
reading alone-presents us with an interesting glimpse into the editorial 
practices of Sanskrit scholars in the second millennium. 

Accepting or rejecting certain readings over others implies, as Pollock 
explains, a "logic of variation" of which we currently have an imperfect 
understanding as it pertains to most Sanskrit works; nevertheless, he 
continues, "as for what constitutes the correct or best reading and the 
criteria for establishing it, scholars then as now differed-and they dif­
fered, then as now, on the basis of principles and not whim": 

One of the earliest extant commentators on ktivya, Vallabhadeva (fl. 950, 

Kashmir), often chose a reading on the principle of difficulty and the antiq­

uity such difficulty suggests: "This must be the ancient reading precisely 

because it is unfamiliar." Or he might combine principles of antiquity and 

aestheticism: "The old reading in this verse is more beautiful." Yet authen­

ticity has its limits for Vallabha; like other commentators, he will rewrite 

a verse in order to save his author from a supposed solecism .... Generally 

editor-commentators sought to establish as coherent and authoritative a text 

as they could on the basis of the materials available to them (cigata) rather 

than conjectured (kalpita). Such practical criteria have something to tell us 

about the model oftextuality at work: Some readings are not only objectively 

more beautiful (ramya) than others, or contextually more sensible (yukta) or 

more clearly what is intended by the author (vivak?ita), but are also older or 

more original (iarat; tir$a); some may clearly be corruptions (apapcitha) and 

in need of emendation (sodlzana), and some are just as clearly interpolations 

(prak$ipta) and must be rejected. Text critical practices of this sort are com­

mon among commentaries on not only epics but also kiivya." 

It may have been the case that older commentators had sources that we 
no longer have access to (other commentaries, various manuscripts of the 
poem, knowledge of other works by the poet, etc.) to justify their choice 
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in giving privilege to one reading over another. Perhaps they operated, 
as Pollock suggests, on the basis of text-critical principles that called for 
choosing a reading on the basis of its conformance to some defined hier­
archy; for example, that a shorter reading (lectio brevior) is preferable to a 
more difficult reading (/ectio difficilior). Or, it is plausible that commenta­
tors made text-related decisions in accordance with ernie aesthetic prin­
ciples, such as aucitya (aesthetic propriety) or rasa. Unithiri suggests such 
an understanding by citing the following unattributed statement: 

A modern researcher aims at finding the original reading, irrespective of its 

grammatical correctness or incorrectness, or relative propriety or impro­

priety. Ancient Sanskrit commentators, on the other hand, insisted on the 

choice of the best reading from the available variants, because their emphasis 

was only on the propriety of a reading in relation to Rasa. 3'' 

Regardless of the theoretical principles under which they make text-crit­
ical observations, the decisions and justifications Nai~adhiya commenta­
tors settle on reflect their broader understandings of the text's nature 
that transformed over time. 

While other Sanskrit mallcikcivya traditions surely present different 
challenges to editor-commentators, this chapter has shown two problems 
that have particularly vexed Nai~adhiya commentators since the fifteenth 
century.40 Both are peculiar to the Nai~adl!iya and, therefore, have become 
as much part of the poem's reception for centuries as the various types 
of interpretive modalities described in the previous chapter. The first is 
managing contradictions between their own expectations as scholars of 
literature and the poet's distinctive style to repeat ideas across a span of 
verses. In that Srihaqa's practice seems at odds with customary expecta­
tions, the second issue is related to the first; rather than the poet's use of 
language, however, the point of contention centers around the narrative 
extent of the Nai~adhiya. The first speaks to the poem's excess and the 
second one to the poem's insufficiency. 

The Nai~adliiya commentators' philological approach, in fact, reflects the 
two axioms for a "new philology" that Spanish philosopher jose Ortega y 
Gasset developed in his essay "The Difficulty of Reading" (1959:1): "Every 
utterance is deficient-it says less than it wishes to say"; "Every utterance 
is exuberant-it conveys more than it plans." In his discussion of Ortega 
y Gasset's axioms, Becker explains: "The modern philologist seeks mean­
ingful interpretations between the inherent deficiencies and exuberance 
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of the texts he studies." 11 As philologists, the Nai~adhlya commentators 
take on the onus to address both the "deficiencies" and "exuberances" in 
Srlhar~a's language. Their ultimate aim is not necessarily to commandeer 
the direction of the poem's reception but rather to pragmatically steer 
the audience to an informed position to receive the work with all of its 
hidden richness and muted insufficiencies. 
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I 
r THE fifteenth-century commentaries consisted mostly of debates 
about the Nai~adhfya's textual authenticity and extent, we see in the 
sixteenth century a shift in attitudes toward the poem. A more or less 

stable text tradition now established, sixteenth-century commentaries 
reflect less a culture of competition over fixing the text's interpretation 
and more an articulation of the poem's semantic polyvalence. Eventually, 
these exegetical stirrings toward seeking multiplicity in Srlhar~a's lan­
guage use led to full-fledged allegorical readings of the Nai~adhfya. These 
two hermeneutic urges-to overinterpret and to allegorize-inform related 
but nevertheless different features of the Nai~adhfya tradition. The com­
mentaries of Narayal)a and Srldhara, both from the sixteenth century, 
were presented in chapter 3 as examples of a peculiar kind of overinterpre­
tation. To yield a level of semantic multiplicity unavailable in earlier com­
mentaries, these works utilized well-developed exegetical techniques to 
convert surface meanings in the poem to more textured forms of signifi­
cance. These techniques to bring about more than a single significance to 
words, sentences, and whole texts-broadly understood under the rubric 
of sle~a (literally, "conjunction" or "embrace")-are described by Bronner 
as allowing kc'ivya commentators to "re-creat[e] the text thoroughly," 
where "each new reading yields not so much a different meaning of a 
given text as a new parallel text with its own set of signifiers."1 Thus, for 
example, we saw (in chapter 3) the ways in which Narayal)a used sle~a to 
reconfigure in radical ways the expected meaning of verse 1.40. Offering 
alternative ways of resolving the coalescence of sounds across word 
boundaries (sandhi), relying on technical vocabulary and less common 
usages of otherwise common words, and staying close to the narrative 
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and emotional registers of the situation within which the verse appears, 
Narayal).a's exegesis essentially remained within the strictures of what 
the grammatical and generic conventions implied by Srihar~a's words 
would allow. 

Sle$a, however, is different from allegory, in that it does not seek point­
to-point correspondences between two levels of meaning available from 
the surface text's signifiers.2 Bronner explains the difference; 

Allegorical interpretations typically retain the original set of signifiers and 

their syntactic relations while explaining the main signifiers, especially the 

nouns, as encoding a second and symbolic level. A sle?a reading, by contrast, 

typically involves a metamorphosis of the entire utterance-nouns, verbs, 

and prepositions-in a way that creates a new sentence with a new vocabu­

lary, a new syntax, and, obviously, a new meaning.' 

The key point here is that whereas sle$a creates parallel texts, allegory 
maintains a singular one underscored by a shift in attitude toward its ulti­
mate significance. Also important to recognize is that sle$a may be put in 
service of allegory and, as in the Nai$adh!ya's case, is often used to jus­
tify the poem's essentially allegorical nature. In this chapter, therefore, I 
present a snapshot of both types of critical engagements (sle$a readings 
and allegory) as they distinctively relate to historical reading commu­
nities of the Nai$adhiya. The first section focuses on how commentators 
constructed a discrete sle$a-centered reading strategy for the poem built 
around an episode from the thirteenth canto known as the Par!canallya 
(The Episode of the Five Nalas), what Bronner calls the "most famous 
occurrence of a sle$a section in a poem." This episode (selectively trans­
lated later) features Sarasvati introducing Damayanti to her divine and 
human suitors-all appearing as Nala and one of whom she must choose­
through verbal puzzles built on sle$a. Bronner explains that this chapter 
in the poem serves as a "meditation on the similarity between the king 
and the divine-an issue that stands at the heart of sle$a experimenta­
tion from the start."' Manuscript catalogs confirm the existence of these 
twenty-two verses composed in the vasantatilaka meter as a separate text 
known as the Paficanallya.5 Narayal).a is the first commentator to call the 
episode by the name Paricanallya. 6 It seems likely, therefore, that some 
time in the sixteenth century, it became recognized as a work worthy of 
studying in its own right, probably as the most prominent treatment of an 
episode within a plot utilizing sle$a practices. 

"""-'1'--
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The second section also addresses the ways in which sle~a reading strat­
egies operated among literary communities of Nai~adhiya-not, however, 
to create parallel texts but rather to produce a univocal allegorical nar­
rative of the poem. Although it is likely that the seeds of reading the 
Nai~adhiya as a spiritual allegory began sometime in the sixteenth century 
(if not earlier), by the nineteenth century, we can unmistakably identify 
reading communities that chose fundamentally to read Nai~adfziya as a 
spiritual allegory. In this regard, this chapter discusses two distinct man­
ifestations of this trend. One concerns post-sixteenth-century Sanskrit 
commentaries' contribution to reading Nai~adhiya allegorically, and the 
other recapitulates contemporary accounts of reading practices from 
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries that see the Nai~adhiya as either 
an allegory of Advaita Vedanta, which maps an individual's movement 
from a world of diversity and individuation toward a consciousness of 
universal nonduality, or as a gradual unfolding of the cintiimar.zi man­
tra, the realization of which confers enormous creative powers to the 
yogi. As shown earlier, Srihar~a notably highlights both Advaita and the 
cintclma~zi mantra at various points in the Nai~adhiya. Though they some­
times have historically distinct trajectories in the reception of Nai~adhiya 
among "religious" readers, both also converged at some point to fortify 
the impression for some audiences that the Nai~adhiya was indeed, fun­
damentally, an allegory and could be read simultaneously as both an 
Advaita and Tantrika allegory. 

COMMENTARY ON THE "FIVE NALAS" EPISODE 

The Paficanaliya's importance in the reception history of the Nai~adhiya 
cannot be overemphasized. It is the one chapter of the poem that is con­
sistently remembered today by those who have even a faint acquaintance 
with Srihaqa's poem. One is impelled to assume that these twenty-two 
verses from the thirteenth canto were abstracted as a separate work by 
the sixteenth century precisely because they highlighted, in a nutshell, 
Srihar~a's extraordinary command of the Sanskrit language and sle~a 
technique. Indeed, a verse from the fourteenth canto explicitly links the 
special powers of a poet with the ability to express double meaning/ The 
Paficanaliya's popularity may also rest on the fact that it requires com­
mentary fully to appreciate the parallel texts being created by the poet. 
All but one of the twenty-two verses refer to one of the four Vedic gods 
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(Damayanti's suitors disguised as Nala) in simultaneity with the actual 
human king NaJa or vice versa; the final verse-in a remarkable crescendo 
to the episode-narrates a description of all five characters at once. In 
total, out of the eighteen, five verses apparently refer to Indra,8 and four 
apparently describe Agni, Yama, Varm;a, and Nala, respectively. The 
eighteenth verse (13.34) narrates all five together. As apparent from the 
length of their discussion, commentators obviously relished this episode, 
and its transmission as a discrete text may have served its use as a peda­
gogical tool for students of mahakcivya. 

To give an idea of the kind of interpretive difficulty Damayanti 
encounters, along with the reader, in Sarasvati's puzzling descriptions 
of each of the four divine suitors-Indra, Agni, Yama, and Varu~a-I 
translate here several verses from the Paricarza/iya. Mallinatha economi­
cally explains the sle~a involved in each, juxtaposing the parallel read­
ings in linear fashion. Naraya~a, by contrast, sets apart the one reading 
(describing the god) from the other (describing Nala); this permits him 
to elucidate, in Naraya~a's characteristic fashion, alternative ways of 
reading the sle~a. The translation that follows reflects the points where 
Mallinatha's and Naraya~a's commentaries converge. Where relevant, 
I provide Naraya~a's alternative explanations to demonstrate the ways 
in which his commentary sees these verses as a site for deeper reading. 
The other commentaries I consulted more or less follow Mallinatha and 
Naraya~a's gloss. Here is the first verse (13.3) that ostensibly describes 
Indra, king of gods: 

REFERRING TO !NORA 

Excellent woman, what shall 

I say about him? His power 

defeated the demonic enemy Bala. 

He was assisted by Ganesa and Vi~ryu, 

whose splendor on the battlefield 

took the form of the demons' fear. 

REFERRING TO NALA 

Excellent woman, what shall I say 

about the son ofVirasena? 

Defeating powerful enemies, 

his bravery combines with the 

aromatic discharge streaming 

down the faces of his army of war 

elephants, to generate a special 

splendor on the battlefield. 

This verse sets the tone for the rest of the episode: The clever linguistic 
play that allows for the sle~a leads to some rather awkward details that, 
while not defiant of cultural logic, certainly stretch the imagination. 
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For example, here Srihaqa depicts Ganesa as a warrior on a battlefield, 
an unlikely scenario elsewhere in Sanskrit literature. It is also not totally 
clear how the scent from the secretions of rutting elephants (translators 
often use the word "ichor") mixes with NaJa's bravery to add a distinc­
tive splendor to the field of battle. Naraym;a offers an alternative inter­
pretation to explain the context for Ganesa and Vi~r,m's assistance to 
Indra: that their presence did not so much cause fear to the demons as it 
removed the gods' fear of demons.9 After five consecutive verses describ­
ing Indra, the poet's voice enters (13.8) and explains to the audience that 
Damayanti could not form a conclusion, neither with her eyes nor with 
her ears, about whether Sarasvati was referring to Indra or to Nala. 

And so she moved on to Agni, the god of fire. Here is the second of the 
four verses ( 13.11) uttered by Sarasvati to describe the god: 

REFERRING TO AGNI 

[Listen], pretty-eared girl: His flames 

skillfully swallow firewood, out of 

which ashes are born. These ashes 

serve as the body powder even 

of an ascetic like Lord Siva. 

REFERRING TO NALA 

[Listen], pretty-eared girl: Through 

many battles, and through the 

force of his arms, he emerges as 

the source of an empire. 

Rival kings come under his fold, 

and his prosperity garners 

respect among the very rich and 

the abject poor. 

In this verse, Narayarya interprets the appellation "pretty-eared girl" 
(rucirakar~zi) as indicating that Damayanti has beautiful ears to listen 
carefully (sc!vadhanii bhava iti vyajyate) so as not to choose Agni; if she 
does not choose carefully, Narayarya makes explicit, all she will get is 
ashes or become ashes herself. Narayal)a also alternatively interprets 
the final line of the text describing Nala as garnering "envy" (i'r~ya) from 
the rich and the poor alike, not love and respect. After the fourth verse 
describing Agni, the poet tells us (13.14) that Damayanti's confusion 
about who the true Nala was itself took the form of a sle~a: she could not 
tell if Sarasvati had just described Nala or "Not-Nala" (ana/a; also another 
name for Agni). 

Leaving her confusion unattended to for a moment, the princess moves 
on to the third divine suitor, Yama, the god of death. The following is the 
second verse (13.17) of the four describing Yama: 
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REFERRING TO Y AMA 

It is heard that Sarpjfia, the wife of 

the sun, is his mother. Nowhere 

is Chaya (another wife of the sun) 

named as his mother. Whose life­

breath does this Yama not take 

away? It is this very Yama who duly 

performed austerities. 

REFERRING TO NALA 

His bearing and very name 

confer well-being to friends. 

Such unique beauty cannot be 

found anywhere else. To whom 

is he not a friend? With self­

control and clean living, 

he performed austerities. 

Here both Mallinatha and Narayarya explain that the word sarnjriii, which 
refers to the name of the sun's spouse given in Puranic lore, can mean 
both "name" and "behavior" or, as I have translated, "bearing." Srihar~a 
cleverly inserts technical vocabulary from the Yogasc'istra (the discipline of 
Yoga) in the text referring to Nala. Here, yam a does not mean the god of 
death but the practices of self-control (avoiding violence, avoiding lying, 
etc.), and niyarna does not mean "duly" but the practices of clean living 
(observing purity, remaining content, etc.). NarayaQa adds an interesting 
detail: in addition to NaJa's "unique beauty," the word dtc'iyc'i could also 
mean, according to the commentator, "a unique style" (riti) of adminis­
tering to the public welfare. 10 After Sarasvati concludes the series of four 
verses describing Yama, the poet again gives voice (13.20) to Damayanti's 
exasperation with Sarasvati's sle~a utterances; repeatedly being given 
a description of both a god and Nala at the same time is, she says, like 
"crushing a thing already crushed" (pi~ta-pesanam). 

Finally, Sarasvati arrives at the last of the four divinities, the god of 
waters, VaruQa. Here is the last of the four verses (13.25) describing him: 

REFERRING TO VARUt:-/A 

Look at the river Sona, ministering to 

his feet, and the river Sarasvatl, 

who constantly waits on him. 

Beautiful one, serve the Lord 

of Waters! What body of water 

is not devoted to him? 

REFERRING TO NALA 

Look at the rosy complexion of 

his feet. The Goddess of Learning 

is always present in him. Beautiful 

one, serve this lord of the earth! 

Who, seeking wealth, is not 

devoted to him? 

After Sarasvati concludes with this description of VaruQa (Nala), the 
omniscient narrator enters to highlight how sle~a draws out the cryptic 
quality of the text. A paraphrase of this verse ( 13.26) reads as follows: "One 
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may acknowledge that it is not unusual that Damayanti was thrown into 
a maelstrom of doubts regarding who was Nala and who was Varw;~a; but 
it is really amazing that Varw;ta and Nala also found themselves wonder­
ing who Damayanti was!" Naraym:li.l teases out all of the internal doubts 
that Nala and Varu~;ta experience: NaJa's doubt was that Damayanti will 
choose Varu~;ta himself, because he is standing there disguised as Nala; 
Varu~;ta's doubt was that Darnayanti may or may not choose him. However, 
Damayanti, Naraya~;ta argues, is clear on the matter. Unlike the two males, 
she is intelligent (cattm"i) and understands sle0a and "crooked speech" 
(vakrokti), and therefore, her doubts will slowly be removed. Recognizing 
this quality about her, Nala also grows confident that she will understand 
the situation and eventually choose him; Naraya~;ta also attributes this 
confidence to Vant~;ta, who also thinks Damayanti will choose himY 

After passing by Varu~;ta, the goddess of wisdom now comes to the 
human king Nala and describes him in four verses, each verse also respec­
tively narrating a description of Indra, Agni, Yama, and Varu~;ta. Seeing 
Damayanti still perplexed, as she knew Nala contained the qualities of 
all four divinities but was not singularly any one of them, Sarasvati con­
cludes the Paficanalfya with a sharp exhortation for her to now pick the 
real Nala, who is, in fact, standing right in front of her (13.34): 

Learned lady, 

it cannot be that you do not identify 

the protector of the earth (dhariijagatyii)­

he is divine but not a god, 

so why not choose him? 

He is obviously not a reed (nala). 

If you pass him over, 

it would be a calamity. 

Who else are you going to pick? 

This verse elicits several pages of exegesis in Naraya~;ta's commentary. 
Even the generally succinct Mallinatha is forced to divide up his commen­
tary on this verse into five parts, dealing with each parallel text (pak$a) 
describing the four Vedic gods and ultimately Nala. The sle0a in this verse 
primarily focuses on the multiple interpretations available for two ele­
ments of the verse (in boldface above): the exocentric nominal compound 
(bafmvrihi) dfwrcljagatycl and the tricky wordplay on NaJa's name (nayar!l 
nala), both of which can be distributed across five separate verses to 
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indicate not only Nala but also the four Vedic deities. As my translation 
of this verse above indicates, I have suggested that given the context, it 
is explicitly about Nala. I will now briefly summarize the ways in which 
the commentaries of Mallinatha and Naraym;a explain the verse to mean 
Indra, Agni, Yama, and Varw;a. Other commentaries generally supply 
some form of what these two commentators give. In general, both agree 
on the most likely interpretation, with Narayat:Ja offering a few alterna~ 
tive ones that Mallinatha does not entertain. Here are the meanings that 
they both agree upon: 

ON DHARA]AGA TY A 

Indra: "That one who gives protection by hurling the mountains" 

[dhara =mountains; cya =hurler (cyati =he hurls); gati = protection]. 12 

Agni: "That one with a goat for a vehicle who gives protection" 

[dhara =vehicle; aja =goat; gati =protection]. 

Yama: "That one whose mode of transport is a buffalo" [dhara =mountains; 

aja =hurler (ajati =he hurls using hooves (khura) and horns) 

srriga =buffalo; gati =mode of transport]. 13 

Varu!).a: "The one who gives shelter to animate things born on the earth" 

[dhara = earth;ja =those who are born (jiiyante); gati =shelter in the sense 

of giving life in the form of water]. 

Nala: "The one who protects the people of the earth" [dhanl =earth; 

jagati =people; pati =protector]. 

Both commentaries, then, seem to agree with these senses of the com­
pound word dhariijagatycl. Narayat).a adds for !ndra that his "protec­
tion" (gati) takes the form of his thunderbolt weapon (vcijra). For Yama, 
he uses the technique of supplying a dropped letter (ak~ara-cyuta) to 
render dhariijagatyii as dharmarcljagatycl ("taking the form of the king of 
Dharma"). Finally, with respect to Vantt).a, he renders dlwrcl-ja ("born 
from the earth") as meaning "medicinal herbs" (au~adlzi) and gati ("pro­
tection, vehicle, path") as "water" (udaka), which is the vehicle that bears 
and moves the earth. 

In the first part of his gloss on this verse (13.34), Narayat).a explains that 
Srihaqa marks Damayanti as a "learned" woman (vidu$i) to highlight the 
fact that "she is skilled in ascertaining the cleverness of double-meaning 
expressions" (sle$okti-ciituri-parijfiiina-cature). In a way, the commentator 
himself must identify with Damayanti, charged as he is with the task of 
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identifying the cryptic double-meanings in the poet's/Sarasvati's utter­
ances. Bronner explains Damayanti's task as a model reader of Sarasvati's 
statements as follows: "The gods will become visually distinguishable 
from Nala, thus allowing Damayantl to make her choice, only if she can 
solve the linguistic puzzle Sarasvati has presented. Sarasvati's sle?a, then, 
is not just the literary vehicle of the canto; it is the main event of the 
chapter, if not the poem as a whole.'' 14 By extension, the commentator, as 
a trained sle?a reader, wields great power over shaping the poem's under­
standing. Y. Bronner, in fact, speculates that "sle?a readers were empow­
ered, perhaps more than any other group of readers in human history, to 
regenerate and mold a text at will.'' 15 Indeed, as he suggests in his discus­
sion of this era, it is possible to demonstrate that by the sixteenth cen­
tury, the hermeneutic desire to draw out multiple meanings from kiivya 
becomes a sort of obsession among poets and commentators.16 

Notably, the Paficanalfya episode and, on the whole, the power that sle?a 
poetry gives to the trained specialist reader (i.e., commentator) over and 
above the learned general reader has continued to disturb many twen­
tieth-century critics of Nai?adhiya and of sle?a-kiivya generally. Keith, 
for example, writes that "[i]t is a consolation to reflect that, even had 
[Damayantl] known Sanskrit, she would not have been able without a 
comment to understand what was said by the goddess.''17 Dasgupta and 
De offer a similar statement, again, betraying what I believe to be a mis­
placed sympathy for Damayanti: "[I]t certainly sets a perplexing task to 
poor Damayanti, to whom the verses perhaps would not be intelligible 
forthwith without a commentary.'' 18 Both opinions about Damayanti's ini­
tial inability to understand the sle?a hit the right point-that commen­
tary is essential to this kind of literary enterprise-but misread, I believe, 
the relationship of Sarasvatl and Damayanti, which is not one between a 
deliberately mystifying poet and a na'ive reader but, more likely, between 
a learned poet (or commentator) and an ideal reader (or student). Neither 
Srihaqa nor the Sanskrit commentators depict Damayanti as a helpless 
bystander; rather, they consistently describe her as "learned" (vidu?i) and 
able to identify sle?a. In this regard, I agree with Bronner, who reads the 
entire Paricanalfya as a "metapoetic statement" where "Sarasvatl repre­
sents the poet, Damayanti the reader of the text, and the five Nalas its 
heroes.'' 19 To my mind, the networks of reading practices that converged 
in the analysis of the Paficanallya may explain why commentators, in their 
capacity as teachers, abstracted it as a set piece worthy of separate atten­
tion and study. 
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THE BEGINNINGS OF AN ALLEGORICAL TRADITION 

The Pafzcanallya (13.34 and 13.35) culminates with Damayanti lost in a sea 
of confusion. The verse that immediately follows (13.36) suggests that a 
deeper metaphysical problem underlies the inability of the princess to 
choose her true husband in the face of the four fcJise ones. Here is how the 
poet crystallizes Damayanti's dilemma: 

Confronted by four ways of seeing the world, 

[it exists, it does not exist, it both exists and does not exist, 

it does not exist and it does not not exist], 

people doubt a fifth alternative, the Truth of Oneness. 

Damayanti could not believe in the one real Nala 

as she gazed upon the set of four false ones. 

In terms of the plot, Damayanti is here put in the precarious position of 
identifying, and to risk misidentifying, the real Nala in the midst of four 
false Nalas. However, in a variant of 13.36 read by several commentators, 
including Mallinatha, Nala is the one who is shrouded in doubt: 

Confronted by four ways of seeing the world, 

[it exists, it does not exist, it both exists and does not exist, 

it does not exist and it does not not exist], 

people doubt a fifth alternative, the Truth of Oneness. 

The real "fifth" Nala, indecisive in his mind, 

could not believe in himself in the presence 

of the four other Nalas vying to win Damayantl. 

The two readings, which hinge on variations in only two syllables,20 lead 
to different interpretations of the simile and the context within which 
it operates-either Damayanti could not determine the real Nala or Nala 
could not be certain he would obtain Damayanti. But the broader signifi­
cance remains uniform: that in the face of four compelling alternatives, 
both the king and the princess doubt the "fifth" element-the Truth of 
each other. Despite the fact that the real Nala is standing right in front 
of her among four false Nalas, Damayanti is having a crisis of faith and 
cannot recognize the true love of her life, while Nala doubts ifDamayanti 
will ever choose him. This quandary is comparable, Srihar~a explains, 
to those who cannot recognize the Truth when they are confronted 

J 
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with falsehoods masquerading as truths. The Truth for Srihaqa is non­
dual (advaita)-the fifth alternative (pancama-koti)-and beyond the 
scope of the fourfold set of propositions that bind others to the world 
of falsehoods; these four ways of understanding the nature of existence 
(catu$koti) are the notions that something exists, that something does 
not exist, that it both exists and does not exist, and that it does not exist 
and does not not exist. 21 

Many readers regard the metaphysical problem presented in this 
verse-determining the truth in the midst of errors and falsehoods-to be 
the central theme of the Nai$adhlya. Commentaries on this verse, before 
and after the sixteenth century, are clearly governed by an a priori under­
standing of Srihar~a (author of the Kha~z~anakhal)~lakhadya) as a propo­
nent of a nondualist (advaita) interpretation of the Upani$ads, that indeed 
all diversity is ultimately false and there truly is only one entity. For read­
ers after the sixteenth century, as we shall see in the final section of this 
chapter, the advaita component informs the entire Nai$adhlya's verbal 
surface, which they see as populated with expressions that operate on 
multiple levels of understanding that relate to the central philosophi­
cal problem of distinguishing appearance from reality. In this vein, for 
them, the sle$a of the Pancanallya would radically dramatize this arche­
typal struggle to distinguish what is true and real from what is false and 
unreal. In the context of the narrative action of the poem, Damayanti and 
Nala risk losing each other; for the reader and commentator, the risk lies 
in misunderstanding the verbal play of the poet and failing to see its phil­

osophical implications; and for the religious reader, who elucidates the 
very structural core of the poem as an advaita allegory, the entire salvific 
potential of the poem may be lost if the clues are not appropriately deci­

phered. Phyllis Granoff writes of the Nai$adhiya's allegorical tradition in 
her study of Srihar~a's Kha~z~ianakha~z~akhiidya: 

[Nai$adha has been read as an] allegory, with Nala as the soul, or paramiitman, 

and Damayantl as the aspirant yearning for union with Brahma, and thus for 

mok$a . ... [This notion] is not entirely unfounded. There are several indica­

tions 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 Damayantl's approach to 

Nala is portrayed in terms of the standard Vedanta methods of reaching one­

ness with the Ultimate Real." 
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This kind of allegorical reading is not taken up at great length in the 
Sanskrit commentaries. Indeed, no available Sanskrit commentary 
rewrites the romance of Nala and Damayanti as one might expect an 
Advaita philosopher to do, reading the union of the two lovers as indi­
vidual souls (jivatman) realizing each other's Oneness (para-bralmzan) after 

deep reflection and meditation. 
In the sixteenth century, Narayat:Ja suggests an allegorical significance 

to the Nai~adfziya but does not sustain this interpretation throughout his 
commentary. Thus, he merely states in his preface that Srihar~a, in the 
opening verse to his poem (discussed earlier in chapter 3), "mysteriously 
seeds his benediction by paying homage to his preferred deity Rama, lord 
of the Raghus" (where Nala is read as Nara). While it is clear that Narayarya 
is partial to a Vai~t:Java perspective and sympathetic to Advaita Vedanta, 
his commentary only occasionally reveals an explicit allegorical practice, 
a point I take up in the next section. By and large, commentators like 
Narayal)a can be seen as merely laying the groundwork for later allegori­
cal readings-in two important ways. First, by identifying and recapitu­
lating Advaita doctrines in Srihar~a's verses, they drew attention to this 
important aspect of Srihar~a's work. Thus, in their notes on 13.36, many 
of the commentators-from Cat:J9uparyc,iita and isanadeva to Mallinatha, 
Jinaraja, and Narayarya-unpacked the fourfold catu~koti as representa­
tive of several rival doctrines of Advaita (i.e., Sankhya, Nyaya, Mimarpsa, 
Bauddha, and Jaina) in various configurations vis-a-vis their perspec­
tives on the reality of existence and the plurality of selves. 21 In doing so, 
their diverse arguments arguably lent the Nai~adfziya the character of a 
foundational philosophical text like the Yogasiitra or the Vedantasiitra, 
intellectually assimilated into a world of commentary and subcommen­
tary that yields debate, conjecture, and new syntheses of developed 
principles. Engaging in philosophical debate with each other, the com­
mentators depended on their deep familiarity with 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 training, culminated in refined arguments. Although many of the 
schools of Indian philosophy are amply represented in the poem's images, 
Advaita doctrines garner the most references. 

The second mode through which commentaries stimulated later inter­
est in reading Nai~adhiya allegorically along Advaita lines was through 
the practice of converting conventional surface meanings into polyse­
mic expressions using sle~a techniques, which we saw in chapter 3, for 
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example, in the form of Naraym;a's and Sridhara's analysis of the first 
verse of the Nai~adhiya. Both commentators read the opening verse to 
refer not only to gods (the most available surface meaning) but also to 
scholars, kings, divine serpents, elephants, and so on.24 This hermeneu­
tic urge gained momentum in the sixteenth century and, while not yet 
strictly allegorical, focused on semantic transformations of Srihar~a's 
language that, I argue, must have had an influential role in encouraging 
reading communities to interpret Nai~adhiya as allegory. 

just as an invitation to read the Nai~adhiya as an Advaita allegory begins 
with Srihar~a's own overt indications and their extrapolation by com­
mentators beginning with Cary<;lupary<;lita, the desire to read the poem as 
a Tantrika allegory built around the significance of the cintamar,zi man­
tra also apparently originates with Srihar~a's allusions to the mantra and 
his commentators' analysis of its import in the Nai~adhiya. As briefly dis­
cussed in chapter 1, later readers give credence to the notion that the 
mantra that Srihaqa says he meditated upon (1.145c) was an especially 
powerful source for aspiring poets, as its mastery would lead to abun­
dant creative capabilities. There is a wide reverence for some form of the 
cintama~zi mantra in Saiva, Vai~ryava, Bauddha, and Sakta religious cul­
tures, with each explaining the mantra differently and associating with 
it a different deity. 25 Srihar~a alludes to this mantra in three verses in the 

Nai~adhiya,Z6 the first of which (14.88) I repeat here: 

Remember and repeatedly chant, King, 

that hidden mantra of mine. 

It has no form and represents 

the form of the Lord called Siva, 

who is pure and moon-endowed, 

and who is Whole but twofold, 

on account ofbeingjoined by two aspects. 

Let this mantra grant you success! 

Elaborated upon at length, the basic meaning that both Narayarya and 
Mallinatha give is that this verse describes Lord Siva and explains the 
cintama~zi mantra's definition as cmrrz hrirrz aum.Z' According to Narayarya, 
the embedded mantra hrim contains in itself Siva's name (hara minus the 
vowels); the "moon" in the verse refers to the moon on Siva's head as 
well as the nasalization marker (anusviira) in the mantra. Furthermore, 
Narayarya reconfigures the components of the verse using sle~a and 
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secondary senses to come up with the following reading: that the verse 
mentions Sarasvati's own form (svariipa); that it refers to both Siva and the 
goddess Sakti (as Parvati) separately as well as conjointly in the form of 
the bigendered divinity Ardhanarisvara; that it refers to goddess Lak~mi 
and Vi~I).U together or Siva and Vi~l).u; and finally, that it crucially refers to 
the Tantrika goddess Bhuvanesvari, visualized in a bigendered form and 
taking the form of the cintiima~zi mantra. 28 Although Narayal).a does not 
elaborate on the last of these intriguing interpretations, some later read­
ers read the entire Nai~adhiya in relation to a Tantrika elucidation of the 
cintiimm;zi mantra as it particularly relates to the goddess Bhuvanesvari. 

COMMUNITIES OF ALLEGORICAL READERS IN THE 

TWENTIETH CENTURY 

Based on such evidence from extant commentaries after the sixteenth 
century and on the comparable reception histories of other important 
kiivya works that received allegorical readings at the hands of commenta­
tors, it is plausible to surmise that at some point during the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries, allegorical readings of Nai~adfziya became popu­
lar. As no substantial Sanskrit commentaries on Nai~ad!ziya dating to the 
eighteenth century have been found yet, we have little direct evidence 
from this period to suggest the existence of reading communities that 
favored a radically allegorical interpretation of the Nai$adlziya. However, 
judging by accounts about teachers of the Nai$ad!ziya during the past two 
hundred years, we can piece together a history of allegorical reading that 
very likely existed over the past four centuries. 

The reading of literary texts as religious allegories has a well-devel­
oped history in South Asia. The proliferation of devotional cultures 
during the middle centuries of the second millennium alongside an 
efflorescence of commentary writing on Sanskrit kiivya may partially 
account for the growth of allegorical readings during this period. 29 The 
epics are the primary locus of such readings with Nilakal).tha's seven­
teenth-century Bfziiratabfziivadipa (Light on the Inner Significance of the 
Mafzabfzclrata) as a prime example, in addition to the numerous examples 
from the Srivai~l).ava commentators of the Ttamaywza. 30 There are also 
notable kavya works that receive allegorical treatment, where a con­
ventional reading is decoded to convey an esoteric sense. for example, 
sixteenth-century commentaries on jayadeva's Gitagovinda, which fuse 
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eroticism with longing for union with the divine; Ravicandra's com­
mentary on the Amamsataka (undated), which reads erotic love and 
renunciation in the same linguistic register; Raghavabhatta's famous 
reading of Kalidasa's Abhijficlna-Sclkuntalam (seventeenth century); and 
Pun;asarasvati's late-fourteenth-century nasamarUari commentary on 
Bhavabhiiti's Miilatimc!dhava are other examples. 

The earliest explicit reference to an allegorical reading of the Nai0adhiya 
comes from the late nineteenth century in the form of a Sanskrit drama, 
entitled Dhiranai0adfwm, composed by a celebrated Benares scholar named 
Ramavatar Sharma (1877-1929), who taught for years, among other 
places, at Central Hindu College in Benaras and at the University ofPatna. 
Sharma apparently wrote this play at the early age of fifteen to facili­
tate the staging of the Nai0acUziya among his fellow students of Sanskrit. 
According to Baldev Upadhyay's account, "Pandit Ramavatar Sharma was 
very fond of Kalidasa and Srihar~a, the author of the great mahcikc!vya 
Nai0adhiyacarita." "He regarded," Upadhyay continues, "the verses of the 
Nai~adhiya as mantras. Even while examining the answer-books of stu­
dents at the University ofPatna, he was known to be chanting verses from 
the Nai0adhiya."n Two more recent volumes-both written in Telugu, one 
with a Hindi translation and the other with an English preface-also cor­
roborate that there must have been lineages that read the Nai~adhiya 
allegorically from at least the middle- to late-nineteenth century. One of 
these volumes recalls a teacher (and his teacher's teacher) who taught 
the Nai~adhiya as a fusion of Advaita and Tantrika philosophy. The other 
extensively draws point-to-point correspondences between Srihar~a's 
verses and Advaita or Tantrika significances based on a received oral tra­
dition. 

jayaseetarama Sastry, in the preface to his book The Elements ofDarsanas 
in Srihar0a's Nai$adha (1987), recalls: 

As a student, I had an opportunity to read the Srrigiira Nai~adha, a Telugu 

translation [of the Nai?adhiya] by Srinatha. My father used to say-"Nai~adha 

is full of references to various siistras [b]ut Srinatha did not pay much atten­

tion to those siistric points; he has only translated this kiivya as a spigiira 

kavya . ... " When I was going through Nai?adha, in search of various points 

connected with different darsanas [philosophical schools], I found that the 

Vedanta darsana was maintained by the poet throughout the work and I 

started to struggle with the text to prove my thesis. I felt that I might get 

some light thrown on the subject if 1 met Brahmar~i Sri Raghavanarayat;a 
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Sastri Garu, an erudite scholar, reputed poet and a great Tapasvin [a practi­

tioner of various types of austerities] in Andhra Pradesh. Encouraged by my 

parents, I went to Sri Sastri Garu and requested him to clear up my doubts 

regarding the subject and show a path by which to proceed. Sri Sastri Garu 

had gracefully conceded to my humble request saying-" Ever since I was 19 

years of age, I had a desire to write a commentary on the Nai~adhfya with a 

Vedantic Interpretation. It remained a desire only. When I mentioned it to 

your father, he said that he would write an Uttaranai$adham. He also could 

not write it. It is interesting that you also should get a similar idea. Let us 

study the Nai$adha." 12 

Sastry's memoir recalls his guru's conviction that Srihar~a's poem pos­
sessed a unified and coherent Vedantic core, reiterated by other students 
of Sri Raghavanaraya!fa Sastri Garu. The recollection of Gollaudi Venkata 
Ram a Sastry, a retired judge of the high court of Hyderabad, makes clear 
that the idea of reading Vedanta and Srividya tc'intrika philosophy (a 
devotional system dedicated to the goddess Lalita or Bhuvanesvari) into 
Sanskrit kiivya, especially with respect to the Nai~adlziya, was not unusual 
but extremely common in the early twentieth century: 

My Guruji [Brahma Sri Tadepalli Haghava Narayana Sastry Garu of Chan­

dolu 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 [a 

person who dedicates his actions and their results to God], always immersed 

in prayers to God and attaining the Samadhi state [one-pointed meditative 

absorption] very often. In view of his multifarious scholarly achievements 

and Vedantic approach he could dive deep into the latent meaning of many 

kiivyas and expound the inner meaning therein. One of the kavyas in which he 

evinced such keen interest was the Nai$adhfyacarita, which is often described 

as nai$adham vidvadauslwdham ["a medicine for the learned"]. 

Even in his nineteenth year he could bring out the real meaning of the 

said kavya, its Vedantic aspect and its close affinity with Srividya Tantra, on 

account of his profound knowledge and practice of Srividya Upasana [devo­

tional practices]. Shriharsha 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 (vyarigya) with words imparting Sahasrara in the begin­

ning and at the end of the kavya. Hence the real meaning is what the poet 
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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 

vyarigy<"irtha [suggested meaning] is what I could gather from what little 

I learned about it. Even with this little learning of a rnahakavi like Shriharsha 

I feel proud and am obliged to my Guruji for expounding its real meaning, its 

Vedantic aspect and its close inter-relationship with Srlvidya.ll 

This passage highlights the fundamental premises of this particular 
teacher's reading of the Nai~adhiya and directs our attention to the legacy 
of particular Sanskrit commentators in this respect: those who empha­
sized these facets of the work. First is the importance of Vedanta in con­
structing the interpretation of the poem's central themes and characters. 
Second is the close connection with the Srividya tcintrika tradition. 

]ayaseetarama 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 golden goose (harrzsa) who conveys Nala's love to 
Damayanti and vice versa comes to represent for Sastry the transcendent 
Truth (paramc!tman) in some places in the Nai~adhiya and, in other con­
texts, the life breaths (prcitza or jiva). Nala and Damayanti's apprehension 
of the bird comes to be allegorically converted to the process by which an 
individual seeker realizes the paramcitman. As might be expected, follow­
ing Narayal)a and other Sanskrit commentators, Sastry's Vedantic con­
version of the Nai~adhiya begins with verse 1.1. He writes: 

If Nala were to be an ordinary k?atriya king this description [verse 1.1.] is to be 

taken as a mere hyperbole. But this verse contains a special hidden meaning. 

As per the etymological explanation, the word "~-;iti" (k$iyate, nasyatiti k$iti(I) 

means 'the body.' The protector of the body (k$iti-biirt) is the Atman only, and 

that which has entered into it as the Jlvatman. [NaJa's] story is the compila­

tion of the Vedanta (Upani~adic) sentences. Nectar may give devatva (god­

hood) but amrtatva (salvation, permanent freedom from birth and death) can 

be obtained only through the Upani~adic Vidya [esoteric knowledge]. IfNala 

is identical with the Supreme Being, then only his story can be sudhavadhircu.Ji 

(surpassing Nectar).ll 

Whereas Narayal)a and Sridhara understood terms such as k~iti-rak~in as 
"kings," "divine snakes," or as the "destruction ofKali," the esoteric read­
ing of Sastry's guru sees the compound expression as the citman itself; that 
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is, the "protector (rak$in) of the body (k$iti)." Sastry goes on to present 
numerous other examples that reorient the figure ofNala or the hmrzsa as 
parabrahman. Nai$adhiya 1.117, where the lzarr1sa first appears, is a particu­
larly good example. Here is a translation of the verse: 

Near a pleasant pool 

which had appropriated some of the ocean's loveliness, 

NaJa awakened to the presence of a spectacular golden lwrpsa 

stirring nearby, intent on seeking out 

the indistinct cooing of a female har!Jsa 

desirous of love-play. 

Naraya!)a reads esoteric significance in NaJa's initial apprehension of 
the hmpsa. He comments that in seeing the golden lwr,nsa, Nala is like 
a yogi perceiving the paramatman that is described in the Upani$ads. 
Furthermore, he explains, the pleasant pool that the bird swims in is actu­
ally the body, while the female har,nsa is rendered as the illusory energy 
(sakti) of a mistaken reality (maycl).l'> 

Seshendra Sharma, a contemporary Telugu author of a commentary on 
Nai$adhiya called Svar~whar,nsa (The Golden Ha111sa), asserts that Srlhar~a 
must have consciously intended this meaning in 1.117 and cites as evi­
dence the aorist usage of the verbal root bt~dh (abodlzi), literally meaning 
"to awaken" or "to realize," in the sense of "seeing." 3

'' Thus, for Sharma, 
Nala's first sight of the harnsa was really a moment of profound "awaken­
ing" for him, in a spiritual sense. He puts forward numerous such read­
ings as examples to demonstrate the ways in which Srihar~a prompts 
the Vedanta-oriented commentator to unleash staggering displays of 
hermeneutic virtuosity. Naraya!)a's commentary on verses 3.3 and 3.4 is 
exemplary in this regard. These verses, translated earlier in chapter 1, are 
repeated here: 

The way that vow-observant yogis lead their minds 

away from the world, 

toward the singularly indescribable Truth­

that is how Damayanti's friends were: 

their eyes were led away 

from other distractions 

to that one indescribably beautiful har!Jsa. 



SECONDARY WAVES OF READING<!> 149 

The way the mind's fluctuations become still 

in the yogi's own body 

so that the mind can approach the Soul within, 

that's how Damayantf plunged into stillness: 

the desire to catch with her hand 

the bird stirring nearby 

was a cautious effort, out of both fear and respect. 

Picking up on Narayarya's analysis, both Sastry and Sharma note Srihaqa's 
careful use of the words harr1sa, eka (the one), and nirupakhya-riipa (unut­
terable beauty), which for them refer to both the bird and to Brahman.37 

While the connection between the bird and Brahman is introduced in 3.3, 

the next verse (3.4) connects the relationship ofDamayanti and the bird 
with that of the spiritual seeker and Brahman, respectively. Narayal)a 
provides the correspondences through two clever etymologies. First, he 
converts the past participle sannihitam, usually understood as a 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" (sad-bhis) such as Manu; the prefix "ni-" he takes to 
mean "fully" (nitarGim); and the past passive participle "hitam" in the sense 
of"meditated upon" (dhyatam). Thus, Narayarya explains this verse in the 
sense of "yogis fully meditating on the activities of mind that prolifer­
ate within Brahman, which resides inside or near the body." Alternatively, 
he understands the compound as signifying that "for the virtuous ones" 
(sad-bhyas), the exceedingly (nitaram) good thing (hitam) is that which 
is desired (i~tam), which for them is the Absolute (paramiitman); and it is 
that which they desire to understand.38 Cary~upary~ita offers virtually the 
same interpretation.l9 

Alongside the application of Vedanta hermeneutics to the Nai?adhiya, 
reading the contents of the entire Nai?adhiya along the lines of Srividya 
thought has been the most visible allegorical reading strategy. While 
the importance of the cintamwli mantra dominates this stream of com­
mentary writing, which, from all of the examples I have been able to 
locate, seems to constitute a regional tradition developed in Andhra 
Pradesh, other features of the poem are also translated into Srividya 
language. Thus, for example, while Nala is a seeker of brahman or para­
brahman, Sastry posits Damayanti as representative of the special power 
of esoteric knowledge (vidyGisakti); when Srihar~a compares Damayanti 
to Lak~mi and likens her to the crescent moon resting on the head of 
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Siva in verse 2.19, it reflects, according to Sastry's reading, a direct refer­
ence to the pancadasi-mantra. 10 The Srividya regards as supremely effi_ 
cacious the complex fifteen-syllable mantra (pmicadasi) that represe1lts 
the transcendent form of goddess Lalita or I3huvanesvari. 41 Sastry stttn­
ningly renders Srihar~a's head-to-toe description (naklw-siklza-var~lana) 
of Damayanti in the seventh canto (mentally recounted by Nala) as a 
description of the vidylisakti in the form of kiitatrayiitmihi, literally "she 
who consists of three peaks (kiita)." 

These three "peaks," connected with the power of speech (vc'ig-bhava­
kiita), desire (madiJya-kiita or the kcima-riija-kiita), and power (sakti-kiita), 
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 rest of the 
lower body. Sastry's reading of verse 7.96, for example, where Nala notes 
that the sage I3hrgu takes refuge in Damayanti's breasts, Narada her face, 
and Vyasa her thighs, is decoded by the author as follows: 

Doubts of mine about this verse were cleared up after Sri Sastri Garu explained 

the hidden meaning of the verse. Here, 13hrgu is the seeker of aisvarya [power], 

worshipping the madl!yakuta [desire], Narada who is interested in praising 

paramatman, worships vagbhavakuta [speech]. Vyasa, the seeker ofjriiina wor­

ships saktikuta [power]. He is the author of the 13ralunas!itra and has brought 

out in it the essence of the Upani$ads. However great they may be, each one of 

them is connected with one kuta only where as vidyt!Sakti is the combin<ltion 

of all the three kutas. That is the reason why they are bewildered regarding 

her complete form. Many upiisakas [devotees] are interested in ais'varya, some 

of them are interested in v,ik siddhi [special powers of speech] and only a few 

of them are interested in salvation. While changing the order of the three 

kutas, Srihar~a wanted to suggest this point." 

Similarly, Nala's becoming invisible by virtue of the gods' plan to sneak 
him into the women's quarters past the security staff is connected with 
the supernatural power of invisibility, which only great yogis attain. 43 

Every element is likewise converted to fit an allegorical significance. 
Thus, the twenty-second and final canto of the poem, a lengthy descrip­
tion of the rising moon, opens with a statement (22.1) that Nala, long­
ing to kiss his beloved's red lips upon seeing the setting sun, "arrived" 
(aviiptavan) at the "seventh floor" (saptama-bln"imi-blulga) of the "palace" 
(saudfw) to see Damayanti. Sastry sees special significance in, what is to 
his mind, Srihar~a's curious mention of the "seventh floor": 
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The description of the moon has connections with the candrakalii kha(I~la [the 

domain of the moon-digit, where the part is the whole]. The bij6.k$ara [seed 

syllable] 'srlrp' is meditated upon in the sahasrdra cakra [the seventh subtle 

energy-wheel at the crown of the head]. There are six cakras [subtle energy­

wheels in the body] beginning with rm!ladhiira [the root cakra at the base of 

the spine]. Salwmlra is the seventh one. The twenty-second canto employs 

words such as "awlptav6.n" and "saudha," which means "the place of sudha, 

i.e., amrta." That is the smulliLI where Bhairni [Damayanti] lives. That is on 

the seventh floor, which Nala reached. Examine how significant each word is 

here. The phrase "bliaimi-dlwra" literally means that which "bears Bhaim!:' 

How awkward this meaning is! In such places, one is forced to go up to the 

suggested meaning." 

Although no earlier Sanskrit commentary makes much of any of these 
marked words, such as saudha for "palace" or aviiptavan for "arrived at," 
these allegorical readings of Nai~adhiya, by contrast, focus squarely on the 
esoteric possibilities of Srihar~a·s peculiar usages. 

CONCLUDING OBSERVATIONS 

The growth, and eventual formalization, of allegorical engagements with 
the Nai~adlliya was a "secondary wave" of reading that came about dur­
ing a mature phase in the development of the poem's receptive tradition, 
when its wide popularity among Sanskrit literati was already established. 
Weighing the available evidence, we can conclude that the Nai~adhiya 
entered this phase sometime in the sixteenth century. The fact that 
Narayarya is the first to call this section Paficanaliya, for example, and that 
we know it was written up and transmitted as a work separate from the 
Nai~adlliya as a whole, encourages me to refer to commentaries on it as a 
"secondary" type of engagement that works in conjunction with the evo­
lution of succeeding allegorical reading strategies that also abstract them­
selves from an organically whole literary text. Readers from this point 
forward feel comfortable dismembering the poem, along the lines of the 
episodes that make it up, in service of more fruitfully using it to teach or 
to think through nonlinear ways. Thus, the Paricanaliya section serves as 
an ideal lesson in the virtuosity of 5/e~a practices; unlike other examples 
of sle~a, where commentators seem to instigate the double-readings, with 
the Paricana/iya the poet has facilitated for the commentators a situation 
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that calls for sle~a reading strategies within the plot itself. Likewise, 
various episodes artfully stitched together by Srihar~a are purposefully 
disaggregated so that they can function as separate units conducive to 
allegorical readings. Thus, for example, NaJa's mental description of 
Damayanti's body is reconfigured as a description of the metaphorical 
body of vidyiisal<ti, consisting of three "peaks"; NaJa's movement through 
the seven floors ofDamayanti's palace takes on the significance of ambro­
sial fluid moving up the subtle energy channels; and so on. 

Many of the historiographical trends of Nai~adillya hermeneutics, 
identified in earlier chapters, also hold true here. With respect to the 
Paficarzallya, Ca1)9upa1)9ita, for example, only engaged with those verses in 
this section that stimulate his urge to bring out the philosophical implica­
tions ofSrihaqa's verse. Mallinatha efficiently explicated the sle~a woven 
into the Paficarzallya by the poet but, true to form, did not provide more 
than is necessary. Naraya!)a, like Srihar~a. fond of seeking a surplus of 
meanings wherever he can locate it, clearly relishes both the Paficarzallya 

and the exploration of allegorical significances in the poem. Allegorical 
understandings of the Nai~adhlya after the sixteenth century were, as I 

argued here, deeply influenced by works such as Naraya!)a's, especially 
sharing with him their emphasis on Srihar~a's linguistic polysemy. The 
allegorical readings I discussed in this chapter were also informed, I 
believe, by the store oflegends about Sriilar~a and the Nai~adillya that had 
gradually accrued from the thirteenth century onward. In the next chap­
ter, I introduce these various legends of the poem and flesh out another 
m~or component of the Nai~adhiya tradition. 
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A
~LEGORICAL READERS of the Nai?adfziya take it for granted that 
Srihar~a's virtuosity is a supernatural gift. They inherently trust 
the indications given by the poet in his own words: that he real­

ized Brahman in meditation (22.153) and that his poem is a product of the 
cintiimm:zi mantra (1.145). Likewise, as discussed in earlier chapters, by the 
fifteenth century the literary practices associated with the Nai?adhiya's 
attention to philosophical allusion also inform well-established under­
standings of the poem and its poet. Up to this chapter, both of these 
literary-historical phenomena-the emergence of allegorical readings 
pre-sixteenth century and the consolidation of interpretive prisms 
through which the Nai?adhfya is read, understood, and discussed-have 
been discussed strictly in terms of the genre of the Sanskrit commentary. 
This chapter focuses on another important development in the formation 
of the Nai?adhiya tradition, one that takes shape in the mid-fourteenth 
and fifteenth centuries and exerts tremendous influence on virtually all 
understandings of the poem's history thereafter: the emergence of a store 
of anonymous, quasi-historical verses, stories, or "hearsay" (kimvadanti, 
literally "what they say") and textualized "biographies" (prabandha or 
carita) from "treasuries of stories" (kathiiko?a), semi-historical narratives 
composed in Sanskrit that are seemingly about the historical Srihar~a 
and the Nai?adhfya but, in fact, are legends that combine new details told 
in anecdotal form with information drawn from antecedent sources like 
the commentaries. 

These prabandhas are usually in prose (with a few verses inter­
spersed) and, aside from being engaging works that have their own lit­
erary merits, constitute narratives that perform multiple critical and 
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historical functions in the formation of the Nai~adlziya tradition. For 
example, they reflect on and enhance already established understandings 
of the Nai~adlziya's aesthetic and its poet's special stature as a remark­
able poet, philosopher, and yogi. With the absence of any corroborative 
sources, all of these legendary 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. Historical 
readers want to know about the poet's personal biography (where he was 
from, who his patron was, how he came to compose the poem, what his 
ultimate fate was as a court poet) as well as issues concerning the poem's 
transmission and reception (when and how the poem gained celebrity, 
where it was initially composed, where and through what channels it 
traveled, whether or not it was uniformly received in all critical circles). 
Some of these questions, as we shall see, are raised and briefly examined 
by the Nai$adlziya commentaries. Their interventions are made to explain, 
for example, some of what the Nai$adlliya's auto-account has already 
framed for these early readers (the poem's "difficulty" and its association 
with the cintiimal')i mantra, for instance) and also matters left unstated by 
the poet: its noncustomary linguistic style and usage, and the shadowy 
history of its transmission and recognition among different communities. 
Where Srihar~a places himself historically as part of the Gahac,iavala court 
and draws links between his poem and his other accomplishments as a 
spiritual siidhaka and philosopher, the early commentators provide more 
comprehensive, and often conflicting, "histories" of the poet. 

Here, I especially highlight the introductory paratexts (avatara~w) of 
thirteenth-century commentator Cal)<;iupal)<;iita and fifteenth-century 
Gadadhara, both of whom have interesting things to say about the poet 
and the poem's history and critical reception. Most of the other curiosi­
ties, however, are left for the works of Rajasekharasuri (fourteenth cen­
tury) and Vidyapati (fifteenth century) to sort out. Both of these story 
collections (largely, but not exclusively, in prose) devote sustained atten­
tion to the Nai$adhiya and its poet, extending the narratives introduced 
in the Sanskrit commentaries and, in essence, establishing their own 
parallel tradition of commentary on the Sanskrit malu!kc!vya. Rather than 
focusing on its verbal forms and literary themes, however, their "com­
mentary" is on the Nai$adlziya's history of production, transmission, and 

J 
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critical reception. These orally circulated stories are fascinating entry 
points to think about how once-obscure poets emerge to popular acclaim 
in South Asia and the ways in which the historical imagination of Sanskrit 
audiences memorializes their legacy. The subject that interests me most 
here, however, concerns the intersection of textualized biographical leg­
ends and literary criticism. Srlhaqa is the subject of sets of narratives 
that posit him as a supernaturally gifted poet and philosopher, a master 
yogi, a man of extraordinary memory and language facility, an inhabitant 
of Kashmir and alternatively Benares or Bengal, an elite member of the 
Gahac;lavala court at the end of the twelfth century, and, as I discussed 
earlier, the unlikely nephew to the celebrated poetics master Mammata. 
Each of these narratives (however anachronistic or implausible) makes 
a point that one might label literary-critical or literary-historical. Some 
speculate on the poet-philosopher's origins, others on the ontology of his 
genius to compose. Some speak to the verses of the Nai~adhiya and serve 
as commentaries to them, while another merely fleshes out an imagined 
life history of the author. 

COMMENTATORS EXPLAIN THE NAI~ADHIYA'S ORIGINS 

Inference may be said to be 

the primary trope of this poem. It alone slrines. 

The poem's rasa is delivered 

both directly and indirectly-and it is superb. 

Figures of speech and rasa make a poem, 

like the combination of milk and nectar. 

It is worthy of being clute/red 

by a learned man or god, in a firm embrace. 1 

Gadi.idhara, fifteenth-century commentator 

Before beginning their close textual analysis of the Nai~adhiya, two tradi­
tional Sanskrit commentators give the appearance of providing a received 
biography of Srlhar~a. Cal)c;iupal)<;lita (thirteenth century) inaugurates 

the legend of the Nai~adhiya with the following details from his preface 
to the poem (1.1): 

Unable to bear pitying glances, the poet Srihar~a desired to compose the 

impenetrable Klra~r\lanakha(r\lakhcldya as a response to the philosopher 
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Udayana, who had defeated his father Srfhfra during the course of logical 

debate. Reduced to harboring this single vengeful thought, he was simulta­

neously overwhelmed by an impulse to fulfill the traditional goals of human 

life (purtl$c!rtlza): sensual pleasure, material prosperity, and the meeting of 

social and religious obligations. This being the case, upon first seeing the 

river Ganga in Varat:Jasf, the land where ultimate freedom is won, he sought 

to strike a balance between the call of action and religious duty. In Varat:Jasi, 

he experienced a vision of the supreme IJralunan. Uy seeing in front of him a 

treasure of golden coins resembling Mount Meru, he proceeded to fulfill the 

aims of a well-lived, prosperity-filled life.' 

Car_J.~upat).~ita goes on to say that Srlhar~a spent the next sixteen years 
making sensual pleasure his servant (kirikarl-krta-h1ma-puru$iirthc1), 
spending time with young, beautiful women. Having satisfied the 
call of worldly life, he then composed a text on logic to cut to pieces 
(kha1;1~asa~1 kha1;1~iitavan) the arguments of his father's antagonist, the 
logician Udayana, one of the most famous names in the history of 
Indian philosophy and a recurring figure in the Nai$adhlya tradition 
whose connection to the poem's history will be treated separately 
later. 3 The philosophical logic of the Klza~J~lanaklza~J(laklliidya being too 
difficult for most readers, Cat).~upat).c;!ita continues, led Srlhaqa even­
tually to compose a poem predominantly infused with the erotic rasa 
that would be sure to please the critics. 1 

Inaugurating the history of speculation about Srlhar~a as poet and 
philosopher, Car_1~upar_1~ita's account conveys two noteworthy points. 
First, it reinforces ideas already available from Srlhaqa's "autobiog­
raphy": that the poet Srlhar~a was also a philosopher of considerable 
stature, that he composed a "difficult" poem, and that the religious man 
Srlhaqa had achieved some kind of gnostic revelation. Car_J.~upat).~ita's 
additions to these details mark the second notable feature of his account: 
that Srlhar~a·s spiritual career reached fruition in Varar_1asl, that his 
challenging philosophical contribution was the product of a deeply 
felt vengeance toward his father's rival Udayana, and that his life at 
court (as a worldly man) was part of a broader project to fulfill all of 
the normative aims of Vedic life. Each of these accretions to the "his­
torical" record solicits attention because they are nowhere to be found 
in the poet's information about himself: that Srlhar~a was in Varat).asl; 
that within the eleventh- or twelfth-century scholarly subcultures of 
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the Gahac,lavala court, a revenge scenario implicating Srlhaqa's father 
Srihira and Udayana was unfolding; and that Srihar~a-self-defined as a 
yogi and recipient of great literary powers-decided to live a life of court 
poet in order to fulfill his normative dharma. Here, the idea of Srihar~a 
as a genius with innate poetic powers merges with Srihar~a the poet in 
historical time. The realities of court life stir the imagination ofSrihar~a, 
compelling the poet to produce a tangible work of literature that func­
tions in a very real social context. 

Corroborating CaQc,lupaQc,lita's account to some extent but providing 
new and alternate details, the fifteenth-century commentator Gadadhara, 
in the preface to his commentary on the first verse, explains: 

There was a king named Govindacandra in Vararyasl, like lndra in his capital 

city of Amaravatl. Among the numerous scholars in his court, all of them 

well decorated with learning, Srlhar~a emerged as the jewel. When it became 

known that he composed the Klia(l\ianaklia(l\ic!klll1dya, certain scholars-who 

thought themselves equal to a forest of juicy mango trees when it came to 

composing poetry-became jealous of Srlhar~a. These jealous pandits qui­

etly sneered at Srlhar~a every time he entered the assembly: "Oh, look, here 

comes that dry Sam! tree of logic" and "Oh, the desert stands before us." One 

day, Srlhar~a took notice of their secretive comments to each other and tried 

to figure out what was going on. Someone close to him told him what some of 

these petty scholars were saying about him. In order to silence them, Srlhar~a 

openly announced his intention to compose a mal!akdvya called Nalacarita 

[Nai?adl!i}'acarita] that, he declared, would be like an ocean that could not be 

crossed with an ordinary boat. He would offer it directly to the king as a gift. 

After he acted on his declaration, the king was so happy with Srlhaqa that 

he honored him with two seats and two pan (betel leaf): one signifying his 

mastery of logic and one for his skill as a poet. He also was given the title of 

kavipa(l\iita-"poet-scholar."' 

Clearly, Gadadhara's account takes its clues from Cal)c,iupaQc,lita's 
historicization of Srihaqa but, significantly, differs in one impor­
tant aspect. Cal)c,lupal)c,lita explicitly states that Srihar~a wrote the 
Khar;~tanakfza~!~iakfzcldya to avenge the logician Udayana's insult to his 
father Srihira; however, because even well-trained scholars found that 
text too difficult to digest intellectually, he wrote the love poem Nai~adhiya 
to deliver difficult ideas in a more attractive and charming form. 
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Gadadhara, however, picks up on the code of rivalry between two logi­
cians (Srihira and Udayana) found in Cat:J.9upal)sfita's account and reimag­
ines an entire assembly of scholars mocking Srihar~a for his philosophical 
work. In Gadadhara's narrative, Udayana is no longer present. Neither is 
Cat:J.9upat:J.9ita's notion that the Nai?adl!!ya's very reason for being was to 
serve as a palatable medium to transmit complicated ideas. Gadadhara 
instead envisions Srihar~a's project in writing the Nai?adl!i'ya as a sharp 
rebuttal to a charge that he could not write poetry, that he was simply a 
"dry" philosopher. The decisive detail in Gadadhara's passage above-that 
Srihar~a was equally honored as poet and pa~I~ita-is again drawn from 
Srihar~a·s admission of being honored with two pcin and two seats (22.153, 
cited in chapter 1). While it is not clear that the two pcln (or the seats) 
signify anything more than the esteem in which Srihar~a was held by the 
king of Kanauj, Gadadhara makes the inference that the two piin-and, 
according to his interpretation of verse 22.153, the two seats-offered 
by the king imply Srihar~a·s brilliance as both poet and philosopher. 
Gadadhara provides a rational gloss for a fact that seems to have aston­
ished Nai?adhi'ya audiences throughout its receptive history: that one and 
the same person could possibly compose both the KIW(l~tanakha(!~akhiidya 
and the Nai?adhi'yacarita. 

Especially noteworthy to take away from these accounts from the 
Sanskrit commentators are three significant features that become sta­
ple discussion points for later noncommentarial narratives of Sriharsa 
and the Nai$adhiya. First is the fact that both commentators base their 
speculative narratives about the poem's origins on details provided 
by the poet. Thus, while Cal).~lupat:J.9ita draws attention to Srihar~a's 
"vision of the supreme Brahman" (Nai?adh!ya 22.150), Gadadhara repeats 
the detail about Srihar~a·s being honored by the King of Kanyakubja 
(Nai?adhiya 22.153a). Second, both narratives notably place Srihar~a 
in Varal)asi; as we shall see below, later readers will locate the poet in 
Kashmir, Bengal, and, of course, Kanauj. The third feature concerns the 
presence of a rival philosopher Udayana or, in Gadadhara's case, a rival 
set of jealous pandits that are surrogates for the lone logician. Udayana 
(or collectively, the pandits) provoke Srihar~a to vengeance and inspire 

him to write the Nai?adhi'ya. Calf9upat:J.9ita assumes the anachronistic 
rivalry between Srihaqa and Udayana, who predates the poet by at 
least a century, while Gadadhara chooses not to mention the logician 
by name at all. 
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NAI$ADHlYA IN THE PROSE NARRATIVES OF THE 
FOURTEENTH CENTURY 

Presumably having CaQ<;iupat:Jc,iita's account before him, the fourteenth­
century Jain author Rajasekharasuri first elaborates, in his Prabandhakosa 
(Treasury of Prabandhas), the narrative given by the thirteenth-century 
commentator. The prabandha genre of western India, composed largely 
within Jain literary milieus and written in Sanskrit from the thirteenth 
century onward, comprises collections of quasi-historical narratives 
about well-known poets and kings. 6 Rajasekharasuri's Prabandhakosa, in a 
biographical narrative entitled Har~akaviprabandlw (The Story of the Poet 
Har~a), offers the following details about Srihar~a: 

There was a king ofVarar.1asi named Govindacandra. His son wasjayantacan­

dra. The father gave over the kingdom to the son and went off to meditate 

and prepare for the next world. In jayantacandra's court, there were many 

scholars. One was Hira, whose learned son was Srihar~a. While Srihar~a was 

still a boy, his father !lira lost face when he was defeated in debate by one 

of the king's other court scholars. Sunk in a mire of shame, he bore a sharp 

enmity. At the time of his de;Jth, I lira addressed Srihar~a: "Right in front of 

the king, some scholar defeated me in debate. This burns me deeply. If you are 

a true son of mine, then you will avenge me in the assembly." Srihar~a replied: 

"So it will be." Hira went to heaven. Srihar~a deputed his familial duties to his 

relatives and went abroad to study. Very quickly, Srihar~a became expert in 

the various sciences: logic, poetics, music, mathematics, astronomy, gemol­

ogy, Veda (mantra), and grammar. for a full year he stayed on the bank of the 

river Ganga, attentively meditating on the cint6ma(li mantra given to him by 

his spiritual teacher. The goddess Tripura herself appeared and granted him 

a special power: the unfailing command of Speech. 

Armed with this power, first Srihaqa attended royal scholarly confer­

ences, confounding one and all with abstruse allusions to various academic 

topics. Even though he was now profoundly learned, being unintelligible to 

others terribly frustrated him. Srihar~a again invoked the goddess Speech: 

"Mother, my immense learning is a curse. Make me comprehensible." The 

goddess advised him: "So be it. In the middle of the night, pour water on your 

head and, then, eat some yogurt. After that, go to sleep. That will induce the 

elemental humor kap}w and dull your intellect a bit." And so it transpired. 

Srihar~a became intelligible. He composed hundreds of texts, among them 
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the Klw(Z\ianakl!a(J~akiliidya. He accomplished what he wanted and carne to 

Vararyasi, where he lived on the outskirts for a while before being introduced 

to ]ayantacandra.' 

Rajasekharasuri's account has become the standard conception in the 
awareness of the Nai~adh!ya tradition for most contemporary readers and 
emphasizes Srihar~a's own admission that the Nai~adl!!ya is an outcome 
of deep meditative practice and the fruit of the cint(!ma~1i mantra. It seems 
likely in this passage that Rajasekharasuri is assimilating Cal)9upar,t<;lita's 
details with his own idea that it was Govindacandra's son jayantacandra 
that was the official patron of the poet. He maintains Car,t<;lupar,t<;lita's 
suggestion that Srihar~a was especially connected with Varar,tasi and 
also reiterates the notion that he received his special powers to com­
pose texts there. Unlike Cal)~lupar,t<;lita, however, Rajasekharasilri 
does not name Udayana as Srihira's rival. The detail about Srihar~a·s 
incomprehensibility-before undergoing the unusual remedy prescribed 
by the goddess to correct his deficiency (or rather, his oversufficiency)3

-

seems again rooted in the "difficulty" code established by the poet and 
nurtured by later commentators, beginning with Cdr,t<;lupal)9ita.9 

Furthermore, while the accounts of Cill)<;lupal)<;lita and Gadadhara 
merely outline a process to explain the origins of Srihar~a·s two cel­
ebrated texts, Rajasekharasilri fleshes out the scenario under which 
both texts were produced. While completing a clever panegyric verse 
for jayantacandra (Srihar~a·s putative royal patron) that simultaneously 
praises the king's heroism and a beauty, 10 Srihar~a notices his father's 
enemy (pitr-vairin) from the corner of his eye (sa-katiik~am) and fires the 
following verse at him: 

When I compose, 

Goddess Speech (my eloquence) 

plays in equal measure: 

with the supple stuff of stanzas and 

with conceptually complicated conundrums. 

If a woman loves her man, making love is the same 

whether on a soft, quilted bed, 

or on the weed-grassy ground." 

Here, Srihar~a·s double vision as a poet and philosopher is invoked as a 
sharp rejoinder to those critics at court who might have questioned his 
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intellectual versatility. It also suggests Srlhaqa's salty style, his unabashed 
mingling of unlikely metaphors and his pugnacious tone of challenge to 
both the keepers of inherited tradition and to rival contemporaries. The 
stanza, therefore, does the work both of mimicking the poet's composition 
and of reproducing, in pithy form, a major vector of the Nai~adhiya's liter­
ary reception among its scholastic communities. It also, of course, com­
pletes Srlhar~a·s vengeance against the here-unnamed Udayana. Awed by 
this sharp flash of confidence and wit and acknowledging Srlhar~a's flair 
for composing poetry and his aptitude for arguing logic, the story goes, 
Hira's rival (Udayana) admits defeat instantaneously.jayantacandra then 
duly honors Srlhar~a with a title. 

THE NAI~ADHfYA 's EARLY TRAVELS TO KASHMIR 

Having spruced up CiQc)upat:J~iita's and Gadadhara's details regarding 
Srihar~a's evolution as a philosopher, Rajasekharasuri now expands his 
narrative of the Nai~adhiya's history into the realm of more formalized 
structures of literary criticism and textual dissemination, explaining first 
how Srihar$a's poem initially gained approval among the learned critics 
of Kashmir: 

One day, the king excitedly urged Srlhaqa: "Best of Poets, King of Speech, 

write a jewel of a poem." And so, Srihaqa wrote the extraordinary Nai$adhiya 

mafliikiivya, full of sublime emotion, suggestive and profound. He presented 

it to the king, who said: "This is excellent! Go at once to Kashmir and show it 

to the scholars there. Leave it there in the hands of the goddess, who herself 

lives in that holy spot. She throws away unworthy compositions as one would 

a heap of dust. But, if it is good, she will nod her head and bring the composi­

tion close to her heart. Flowers will rain from above." Under the patronage of 

the king, Srihar~a went to Kashmir and placed the text in Sarasvati's hand .... 

She hurled it far away.12 

According to Rajasekharasuri, Sarasvatl explains her displeasure with 
Srihar~a·s poem by citing verse 11.66 of the Nai~adhiya. Sarasvati finds 
it offensive that Srlhar~a. in this verse, describes her as a wife of Vi~QU. 
Srihar~a justifies his verse to her by citing a somewhat obscure passage 
from the Purii~ws that corroborates his allusion. 13 He assuages Sarasvatl's 
anger to the extent that she accepts his explanation. However, while in 
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Kashmir, when Srihar~a asks the literary scholars at court for an audi, 
ence with the king, their jealousy leads them to dupe Srihar~a into wait, 
ing until the king's time frees up. Srlhar~a bides his time near a well of a 
temple along a river chanting a mantra to Rudra. Months pass while his 
supplies grow thin. While at the temple, according to Ri""~asekharasliri's 
account, the poet witnesses a heated dispute between two women wh0 

had come to draw water from the well about who gets the water first. The 
police come and cart both women away to the magistrate. Witnesses to 
the quarrel are sought. The two women remember somebody chanting 
near the well of the temple. Srihar~a is brought in to the king himself for 
questioning: 

Srihar~a says, "I am a foreigner. I have no idea what local language (prclkrta) 

these two women were speaking. I can only reproduce the words they were 

using." The king replies, "Speak, then." Sequentially, Srihar~a repeats the dia­

logue the women had. Astonished, the king says, "Ah, what a mine!! What a 

memory!" First attending to the legal matter with the women, the king then 

addresses Srihar~a: "Who are you, learned man?" Srihar~a tells him about 

himself and explains: "I've been mistreated by your petty scholars." The king 

summons his pandits and rebukes them. 11 

According to Rajasekharasuri, Srlhar~a then bitterly castigates the pan­
dits himself, with a verse found at the end of the twenty-second canto 
(22.150, cited in chapter 1): 

Beautiful women take hold of a young man's imagination. 

They cannot be appreciated by prepubescent boys. 

My sweet verses delight learned connoisseurs. 

Why should I care of disparagement from insipid critics? 

The Kashmiri king's scholars, shame-faced, review Srihar~a's poem 
and give their wholehearted approval. Srihar~a returns to a delighted 
]ayantacandra, who then makes arrangements for the dissemination of 

the Nai$adhiya (prasrtarrz nai$adlzat?l lake). The details in this passage take 
on significance for later readers that cite it to demonstrate that Srihar~a 
was not a Kashmiri. 

While Srihaqa confirms his poem's approval by the scholars of 
Kashmir (verse 16.131 of the Nai~;ad/ziya), Rajasekharasuri's novel elabo­
ration in the Prabandhakosa initiates the first of a series of discursive 
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threads relating to Srihar~a's connection with Kashmir. The most inter­
esting of these identifies the Kashmiri writer on poetics Mammata as 
Srihar~a's disappointed maternal uncle. The source of Mammata's dis­
appointment: that had he known about the Nai$adhiya before he wrote 
his chapter on defects in poetry, he would not have had to scour other 
poems for examples to put in his book. 15 For instance, from the example 
given above (verse 11.66), the specific "fault" (do$a) for which Srihar~a 
is guilty in citing Sarasvati as the wife of Vi~l).U is misrepresentation by 
consciously supplanting a well-known usage with an obscure one (tech­
nical Sanskrit term: aprasiddhado$a), in this case violating the popular 
understanding of Sarasvati's being Brahma's wife by citing her instead 
as Vi~l).u's wife. A topic discussed earlier in light of commentators' edi­
torial anxieties, Srihaqa's poem was especially infamous in certain cir­
cles of Sanskrit literary culture for its questionable linguistic, tropic, 
and thematic choices. His bold strokes were welcomed by some, while 
for others they represented an undesirable breach of normative kiivya 
standards regarding taste, propriety, and aesthetic effect. The circulat­
ing stories linking Srihaqa with Mammata may reflect a historically 
significant critical perspective that Srihar~a's boldness (prcl.galbhya) as 
a poet has never been universally admired by all audiences, making 
the Nai$adhiya's inclusion the most contentious of all within the tra­
ditional scheme of the five great classics of the mahakavya tradition 
(paficamahakci.vya). 

Critics for centuries reiterate the notion that Srihaqa in many places 
in his poem deviates, to ill effect, from Mammata's wooden view, that the 
best poets steer clear of wayward usages in terms of linguistic and poetic 
convention while doing their best to deck their work, within moderation, 
with effective tropes and linguistic sound effects (tad ado$aU sabdiirthau 
saguQcl.v alarrkrti puna~z kvcl.pi). The Nai$adlziya is often flagged, from this 
perspective, as a notorious specimen of bad taste masquerading as inno­
vative style. The flagrant anachronism of linking Srihar~a and Mammata 
notwithstanding, this narrative informs the understanding of Nai$adhlya 
among many readers of the poem for the past several centuries. Narratives 
like this function as the performance of literary criticism on the one hand 
and also as a means to satisfy historical curiosities unaddressed elsewhere 
on the other. The Nai$adlziya is famous among Sanskrit litterateurs as an 
astonishingly innovative piece of art. Perhaps in its immediate context 
and certainly during the decades that follow, this fact of its newness 
clearly did not please all audiences. 
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THE NAI~ADHfYA'S ARRIVAL IN GUJARAT 

Rajasekharasuri's details about the initial rejection and eventual accep­

tance of the Nai$adhfya in Kashmir may also reflect a historical memory of 

the literary-critical debates that must have gone on around Srlhar~a's poem 

during the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, if not earlier. Or, quite sim­
ply, these narratives reflect one stream of the Nai$adl!fya's historical recep­

tion and transmission, much as another story (the Harilwrakatl!c'i) in the 

Prabandhakosa explains how the earliest commentaries of the Nai$adhfya 
came to exist in Vaghela-administered GtVarat during the mid-thirteenth 

century. According to this story, the Nai$adlrfya traveled to Gujarat along 

with Srihar~a's own relative, Harihara. The account goes that Harihara, a 

wealthy and learned descendant of Srlhar~a, carne from Gauc,iadesa to the 
court of Vlradhavala, which was located in Dhavalakka (modern Dholaka, 

near Ahmedabad). There, Viradhavala's minister Vastupala organized 

a literary gathering where Harihara recited verses from the Nai$adhfya 
to the astonishment of the gathered poets and scholars. According to 
Rajasekharasuri's account, Vastupala immediately asked to borrow 

Harihara's personal manuscript of the poem and had it copied overnight: 

At night, Vastupiila hires a scribe to draft a new manuscript. Binding it with 

tattered cords and dusting it up with a musty powder, he leaves it on the 

shelf. In the morning, he returns the manuscript to llarihara and says, "Here, 

take your copy of the Nai]adlw." As Harihara takes it, the minister contin­

ues, "I just remembered that this text was also in our collection. Take a look 

for yourself." After a suitable delay, the "new" copy is brought out and, sure 

enough, leafing through it, Harihara discovers that indeed it is a copy of the 

Nai$adl!iya, beginning with the first verse "Having drunk whose stories .. .'' 1• 

Harihara good-naturedly acknowledges Vastupala's cleverness. Thus 

begins, according to this account, the history of the Nai$adl!fya in GtVarat. 
The chronology of this story (if not the details, necessarily) matches the 

manuscript record, as the earliest reported manuscript of the Nai$a,tfrfya 
dates to the mid-twelfth century in a palm-leaf manuscript found in 
northern Gujarat (Patan). 

We also know, of course, that the first known commentary on the 

Nai$adhfya (Vidyadhara's Silhityavidyiidlrari) was produced in Viradhavala's 

court in the early thirteenth century (discussed in chapter 2). 

Rajasekharasuri, a little more than a century later, seems to give us, 

in this probably fanciful narrative about Harihara, a prehistory to 
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Vidyadhara's commentary-the only verifiable material evidence we 
have of the early presence of the Nai$adl!iya in Gujarat. Whether or not 
Harihara was a descendant of Srihaqa and came with this manuscript is 
uncorroborated elsewhere. The basic fact remains that outside of what 
can be gleaned from the poem itself and the scanty information in the 
early commentaries, very little absolutely compelling information is 
available about Srihar~a's commissioning milieu and the Nai$adhiya's 
manuscript transmissions. 

One of the more fascinating aspects of this story, however, is what 
it says about the hybrid reality of the process of textual transmission 
and the social world of exchange in which the Nai$adhiya operates as a 
material object. On the one hand, there is the actual physical material­
ity of the manuscript being copied down by Vastupala's scribe. On the 
other hand, there is the broader "immaterial" world of the Nai$adhiya's 
oral transmission and its role in an imagined literary culture of "great 
poems" or "new poems" that operates largely within a frame of symbolic 
exchange and reciprocity. Furthermore, R~ljasekharasuri's linkage of min­
ister Vastupala's archiving activities with the Nai$adl!iya fortifies several 
widely held notions about the Nai$adhiya tradition's putative historic­
ity: that Srihaqa may have been born in Bengal (his supposed grandson 
Kamalakaragupta is said to have written a long commentary on the poem 
and, of course, Harihara from the above narrative is also thought to be a 
relative) and that the earliest transmission of, and documented critical 
attention to, the Nai$adhiya occurs in Gujarat. 

THE NAI~ADHJYA IN GAUQA COUNTRY 

While the Prabandfwkosa recollects the Nai$adl!iya's transmission stream 
in Kashmir and Gujarat, another well-known Sanskrit source of the 
Nai$adhiya's possible transmission history comes from the fifteenth­
century Purtl$aparik$a. a collection of well-crafted, quasi-historical 
vignettes authored by the Maithili poet and storyteller Vidyapati. In 
a story called Medlu!vikathc! (The Man of Amazing Memory)-which is 
actually about a learned scholar-ascetic named Koka who possessed a 
remarkable memory-Srihar~a makes a memorable appearance. Here, 
Vidyapati acknowledges Srihar~a's relationship with the city ofVara!)asi 
but ultimately places the poet in the Gau9a region (the modern Indian 
states of Bengal, Assam, Orissa, and part of eastern Bihar): "There was 
a learned poet named Srihar~a from the Gau9a region. He composed 
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a poem called the Nalacarita, which he took with him to Varal).asi to 
present to a conference of scholars." 11 Vidyapati recounts the history of 
the Nai$adhfya after it was composed by the poet and imagines Srihar~a 
to have self-doubt about the legitimacy of his creation: 

Only a captivating poem 

filled with rasa, 

fashioned with imaginative tropes, 

and thoughtfully expressed, 

confers Fame upon poets. 

Otherwise ... it becomes a laughing matter. 

Gold is tested in fire, 

a poem by learned critics. 

What is a poet to do 

with a poem that the critics do not like?" 

Thus beset with this nagging concern that his poem will not be well 
received, Srihar~a goes to Varal).asi to test his poem out on the learned 
authorities there. In Varal).asi, he meets a learned scholar-ascetic named 
Koka who, Vidyapati informs us, was turned away from the pleasures of 
the world and absorbed constantly in meditation. Srihar~a, the account 
goes on to say, follows Koka to the banks of the Gai1ga (specifically at the 
Mal).ikarl).ika ghat) where he goes daily to perform his ritual bath. While 
shadowing the old scholar, day after day, Srihar~a recites the Nai$adhfya 
to him. After many days, frustrated that Koka demurs from any kind of 
comment at all, Srihar~a blurts out: 

Sir, I've worked very hard on this mallCikiivya. I've come a long way to have 

this poem examined by a great mind like you, you who are from the same 

country as I am. I keep reciting this poem, waiting to hear your opinion. You 

don't have any criticism nor any praise for it. It seems that you have not even 

been listening. 1'1 

Shaken out of his silence, Koka responds: 

How could I not have listened! I do not want to say anything specific until I 

have heard the whole thing, until I've judiciously analyzed it and understood 

the sound and sense in their proper contexts. I've been listening to the verses 

and I've committed them to memory. If you don't believe me ... then listen.zo 
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Vidyapati concludes this narrative with Koka reciting the entire Nai~adhfya 
(up to the point that Srihar~a had recited to him). Srihar~a is delighted and 
praises Koka for his incredible memory, which was the main point being 
demonstrated by Vidyapati in this particular story. Koka then proceeds 
to expound point by point the effective and ineffective literary usages in 
the poem (guua and do~a) and then (presumably exhausted by the young 
poet's persistence) sends Srihar~a home. 

To substantiate this point, "[h]ow the written, the performed, and the 
memorized interacted to give Sanskrit literary culture its unique charac­
ter;' Pollock recounts Vidyapati's story of Srihaqa's presenting his poem 
to Kokapal)c;lita for approval. Pollock's commentary on the significance of 
this narrative is germane to the point of Sanskrit poetry's commitment 
to both the written and to the oral dimensions of the literary experience: 

The undoubted importance of writing in creating and transmitting the lit­

erary work, the continuing commitment to memory as a pedagogical value, 

and the undiminished centrality of performance in the publication and 

consumption-the copresence of such factors throughout the long history 

of Sanskrit literary culture suggests how complex was the status of literacy 

in premodern South Asia, and how unfamiliar to modern sensibilities. 21 

The early readers of Nai~adl1fya seem to have been aware of the changes 
unfolding in Sanskrit literary culture and the particular role their poem 
was playing in this world. In sorting out what the poet may have intended 
from what the text actually says to them, independent of the author's 
intentions, it may be that narratives such as these conflate the two fea­
tures by having the poet participate in a world they imagine and feel to be 
true. The legend, therefore, gives coherence to the readers' expectations 
about the Nai~adl1fya tradition. 

sRIHAR~A's EXIT 

Vidyapati's account ends with the final approval of the Nai~adhfya as wor­
thy of dissemination and fame. Having been given the seal of approval 
by Koka, Srihaqa and his poem can now safely be brought into conver­
sation with the other great poems of Sanskrit tradition. Whereas this 
fact-the establishment of the Nai~adilfya as a classic text worthy of being 
included in the canons of Sanskrit literature-completes the purpose of 
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reconstructing a history of the Nai~adlziya and its poet for Vidyapati and 
the early commentators, the desire for closure to Srlhaqa's biography 
leads R~asekharasuri to deliver a rather unsavory coda to the malziikavi's 
activity as court poet to jayantacandra and ultimately his demise at the 
hands of the Gaha9avala monarch's queen. The odd narrative implicates 
Srlhar~a in scandalous imbroglios and power struggles that eventually 
lead to his exile. Clearly unfolding within a context of court intrigue in 
Gaha9avala kingjayantacandra's court (and involving the king's second 
wife), this narrative sheds light on the transitional role played by a poet­
at-court during the late-twelfth century. 

The story begins with Srlhar~a away from court. During this time, 
jayantacandra's minister Padmakara has gone to King Kumarapala's 
court in Gujarat (to Aryahilapura), where he is strangely overcome by 
the sight of a beautiful sclri, covered by dark honey bees (as if they were 
hovering around a Ketakl tree). The minister asks the washerman to 
lead him to the house of the woman to whom this sclri belongs. When 
Padmakara sees this beautiful woman, who is a courtier's widow named 
Suhavadevl, he asks Kumarapala's permission to bring her back to 
Vararyasl, after taking a tour with her to the Somanatha temple. Once 
she is married to jayantacandra, Suhavadevi-described as proudly 
fancying herself a learned woman-expresses a wish to be called the 
kalci-bhcirati, that is to say, the very personification of skill in the arts. 
Once she recognizes that Srlhar~a has a similar title, as the rzara-blzclrati 
(Bharatl, or Eloquence personified, among men), her jealousy gets the 
better of her and she summons him: 

"Who are you?" Srihaqa replies, "I am one who knows all the arts 

(kalclsarvajiia)." The queen counters: "Then make me a pair of slippers." What 

could this mean, Srihar~a thought? If I say I don't know how to do it because 

I am a twice-born man, then I will be exposed as not being all-knowing; [if 

I do it, my caste position will be degraded]. Srihar~a accepts the challenge 

and fashions for her a pair of shoes made of bark, as a skilled cobbler would. 

Dejected by the whole experience, however, he takes his leave of the queen, 

informs the king of her machinations, [tenders his resignation], and with­

draws to the banks of the Ganga river where he becomes an ascetic.!! 

Thus concludes R~asekharasuri's story of Srlhar~a: a broken man at the 
end ofhis career, humiliated in the context of a bizarre power play at court. 
Rajasekharasuri's specificity strikes a note of authentic historical detail, 
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a hallmark of the prabandlw genre, but there is very little to authenticate 
this strange narrative. The historicity of the details notwithstanding, the 
totality ofRajasekharasuri's account in the Prabandhakosa, as also the brief 
account of Srihar~a in Vidyapati's Purw;aparif<.?cl, strikes a remarkably con­
sistent tone with respect to the characterization of the Nai$adhiya's poet: 
a polymath who is defiant, impulsive, and uncompromising in his literary 
and philosophical practice. 

THE SRIHAR~A-UDA Y ANA-MAMMATA CONNECTION 

Consonant with what we have seen thus far, matching up the Nai?adhiya's 
poet in some kind of intellectual grudge match with major personalities 
from the history of Sanskrit philosophy and literary criticism also appears 
as a recurring motif in the Srihar~a legend cycle. On the most basic level, 
this makes perfect sense as Srihar~a authors both a work on philosophy 
that breaks with an earlier stream of normative thought and a poem that 
stretches the limits of the then-mainstream grammars of poetic descrip­
tion and analysis. In both cases, his work squarely faces up to the logical 
arguments of Udayana the philosopher and more obliquely to the cus­
tomary values of Mammata, especially regarding what passes for effec­
tive linguistic and tropic shaping in poetry. Certainly no chronological 
reckoning can situate Srihar~a, Udayana, and Mammata in the same tem­
poral frame, as the authors cited above do. Both Udayana and Mammata 
precede Srihar~a: the first by almost two centuries and the second by 
at least one. However, their juxtaposition by the guardians of collective 
memory like Cal)c;lupal)~lita and then by Gac!adhara and Rajasekharasuri 
does reflect an actual thread in the history of Indian philosophy and 
Indian literary criticism. It seems likely that Srihar~a's defense of Advaita 
logic in the Klza~z~ianakl!wz~lakln!dya against the views expressed in the 
logician Udayana's famous texts (Lak$a(lclvall and Nyclyakusumclfijali) com­
pels readers like Cal)c;iupal)~lita to conflate their historical proximity. 
Reiterating what was said above, in addition to their possible Kashmiri 
connection, the circulating stories linking Srihar~a with Mammata may 
reflect a historically significant critical perspective that Srihar~a's bold­
ness (prclgalbhya) as a poet has never been universally admired by all 
audiences, making the Nai$adl!lya's inclusion the most contentious of all 
within the traditional scheme of the five great classics of the malzclkclvya 
tradition (paiicamahclkclvya). 
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It is appropriate here briefly to consider another crucial literary-his­
torical perspective to the Srihar~a-Udayana-Mammata connection. It 
seems very plausible that the Srihar~a-Udayana and Srihar~a-Mammata 
narratives seek to provide a credible ontology for the fact that the works 
ofSrihar~a, Udayana, and Mammata share a common function in the cir­
cumscribed world of the traditional Sanskrit school system (piithascllii). 
As I mentioned earlier, writing a commentary on any one of these 
three works-Udayana's Nyc!yakustmtclryali, Mammata's Kclvyaprakcisa, or 
Srihar~a's Nai$adhi)'acarita-immediately conferred upon the scholar the 
title of mahamahopadftyclya, Sanskrit pedagogical culture's equivalent of a 
modern university professorship.23 Perhaps this formulation itself reflects 
the fact that these three works have the most extant commentaries writ­
ten on them in their respective genres: logic, poetics, and maluikcivya. As a 
final comment here, one may also speculate that stories anachronistically 
linking Mammata and Srihar~a in the anecdotal histories have something 
to do with the fact that the unprecedented production of commentaries 
on Kiivyaprakasa and Nai$actfti)'a seems to flourish simultaneously in the 
manuscript chronologies of both works. The legends that build around 
these three authors bear a striking resemblance. Portraits of all three 
authors emphasize their pugnacious character, reflecting perhaps the 
sharp dialectical tone of their works. Udayana, for example, is frequently 
seen as a lively combatant with Buddhist scholars.21 

Similarly with Mammata, in addition to his sarcastic jibe at his "nephew" 
Srihar~a, there are legends that mark him as an acerbic defender of con­
servative views about literary criticism. In this light, one may reasonably 
speculate that the stories of Kashmiri pandits initially repudiating the 
Nai$adhzya and the anachronistic criticism of Mammata perhaps reflect 
debates about what texts were "proper" to include in the nascent canons 
of mahakiivya being formed during the period. Recent scholarship on the 
formalist poetics of this period has pointed to the possibility that those 
very scholastic exercises aimed at evaluating and providing models to 
account for the varieties of trope and theme in the maluikclvya were them­
selves transforming in light of the emergence of works like Nai$actfti)'a, 
which were instrumental in reformulating and reforming existing modes 
of poetic expressivity. As discussed earlier, post-Srihar~a manuals on 
poetics (such as the works of jayadeva Piyu~avar~a and Appayadik~ita), 
along with commentaries on these works, were clearly guided by the 
tropic innovations of texts like Nai$adfti)'a. Appayadik~ita quotes the most 
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Nai$adfl!ya verses in his poetic works, thirteen in the Kuvalayananda and 
thirty-two in the Citramimcirnsc!. 

From a related but less historically pregnant perspective, crafting such 
detailed narratives that uniquely situate Srihaqa as excelling equally 
as philosopher and poet may simply reflect an urge on the part of audi­
ences to articulate their astonishment about the poet's versatility. It may 
also signal an acknowledgment of another broad stream of the historical 
reception of Nai$adfllya: the enduring discourse that Srihar~a·s expansive 
abilities were largely the product of his extraordinary spiritual attain­
ments, an idea explicitly seeded in the verses of the poem itself. In this 
way, the imaginative details given by Cal)<;lupar,1<;lita and Gadadhara­
about Srihar~a·s conscious decision to achieve yogic power to defeat his 
father's rival-and Rajasekharasuri's amplification of these details to 
suggest Srihar~a's frustration about receiving too much power from the 
goddess of learning serve ultimately to satisfy audiences' unresolved 
curiosity: How indeed could one person be so proficient at two extremely 
difficult tasks? The answer these narratives provide: Srihar~a composed 
these two difficult texts to justify his own claim to omniscience, a power 
drawn from his own extensive spiritual practice. The final detail given 
by Rajasekharasuri-the humbling of a proud Srihar~a by a queen who 
wishes to supplant his position as resident genius-reinforces, on the one 
hand, how closely tied to Srihar~a's identity is this claim to omniscience 
and, on the other hand, provides the only fitting denouement available 
to such persons: a sudden withdrawal, out of dispassion and disgust, to 
Varal)asi where, as the archetype holds, yogis and traditional pandits 
retire to wait patiently for their impending death. 

CONCLUDING OBSERVATIONS 

Historians and scholars of society and religion in India have for a long 
time noticed the wide circulation of premodern narratives about poets, 
poet-saints, and other literary figures. While recent scholarship in these 
fields has grown more sophisticated in interpreting premodern "life 
narratives,'' 25 usually they have been relegated to the stuff of legend or 
quaint narrative. Most histories of Sanskrit literature, for example, have 
attempted to assess the "veracity" of stories current about Sanskrit 
poets, but, almost as a rule, they conclude that as these stories are unfit 
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to settle conventional chronological issues, their value for the scholar 
is virtually nil. 26 The traditional Sanskrit term for these accounts 
(kimvadantf) translates to something like "unconfirmed reports" or 
"hearsay." A few recent scholarly attempts have begun to read these 
quasi-biographical documents in the contexts that they were probably 
designed for-as narrative modes that do the work of literary criticism 
and literary history. The collective record of the Nai~adhfya and Srihar~a 
reveals a peculiar type of historical reckoning in terms of source and 
strategy. One narrative rests on the edifice of another, with each subse­
quent source applying strategic hermeneutic procedures on its prede­
cessor whereby fundamentally inherited details about the poem and the 
poet-usually from the poem itself-are selectively interpreted, modi­
fied, reinforced, redirected, or radically altered in service of carefully 
considered literary-historical motives. 

Many of these textualized legends of Srihar~a seem to be rooted in oral 
traditions composed, as Sandesara writes about the Prabandlzakosa, "on 
the basis of historical traditions preserved and transmitted through the 
vrddha-pararnparii or line of teachers."27 One may also think of the artistic 
vignettes about Srihar~a and the Nai~adhfya as short critical essays about 
a certain individual or community's creative impressions about poet, text, 
and the tradition of the text. v. Narayana Rao writes about the historicity 
of these narratives in the following way: 

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.'" 

The narratives recounted above, from the prefaces of the early commen­
tators and in the developed vignettes of the prabandlw literature, are, 
above all, imaginative reconstructions of both a received and studied 
historical consciousness of past events and processes. Where to place 
Srihaqa's home occupies these commentators, for example, and the 
lack of consensus-arguments are made for Kanauj, Varanasi, Kashmir, 
Bengal, and Orissa-may simply reflect that the poet's activity while 
alive, and the content of the work itself, takes in the sweep of multiple 
regional experiences. Many legends of Sanskrit poets circulate through 
what Shulman and Narayana Rao have called the "cclp1" verse tradition. 
According to these authors, cc'itu stanzas imitate the "original" poet's 
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voice so well that they are often attributed to historical poets. In fact, 
however, they themselves collapse historical time and function as a 
kind of "displacement through identification, which allows for incisive 
commentary upon or criticism of great poets' works through innova­
tive imitation." 2

') Transmitted orally, at some point textualized, ccltus are 
attributed to a historical author but in fact are composed in the manner 
or in the style of the historical author to epitomize some characteristic 
stylistic or thematic aspect. Other types of legendary reflections are cap­
tured in what are sometimes called "treasuries of stories" (kathako?a), 
collections of textualized narratives that emerge in South Asia during the 
second millennium. The short vignettes of poets (and king-poets, in the 
case of the eleventh-century Bhoja) begin fully to emerge in the thir­
teenth and fourteenth centuries. Many of them appear in genres like the 
prabandfta, of which Rajasekharasuri's Prabandhakosa is a fine example. 
Others appear in didactic collections such as Vidyapati's Pttru?aparik?ii 
or in the prefaces (avatarww) of Sanskrit commentaries on mahakavya. 

Unfortunately, it is usually difficult to contextualize these biographi­
cal accounts. Why were they composed? How were they used? What 
kind of history do they reflect? While some famous Sanskrit authors are 
more or less established under the patronage of certain historical kings 
(Bhavabhuti and Bilhal)a, for example), there are others whose "biogra­
phies" are almost entirely shrouded in legend. Bhartrhari, for example, 
has been received by readers for centuries as wholly outside of a histori­
cal orbit and embodied only through stories recounting his ambivalence 
for life as king and monk, narratives clearly structured around under­
standing his logic for writing one hundred verses each about love, worldly 
life, and detachment. Legends have made the Sanskrit maftakavi, perhaps 
beginning with Valmlki himself, participate in various scenarios or made 
to utter various statements that reveal aspects of the literary processes of 
production and reception in South Asia unavailable from any other types 
of sources. These narrative forms often support, reinforce, or reform a 
poet's aura or some particular literary-critical understanding of his work 
and its relationship to a larger literary tradition. The impression of a great 
poem as a product of an author-less master (or of an author of extraordi­
nary genius) is often initiated by the historical poet himself in his work 
and certainly reinforced by his commentators and critics. Certainly, such 
is the case with Srlhaqa. 

The relationship between poet and biographer in light of constructing 
a "voice" becomes, therefore, essential to the way the poem lives in the 
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consciousness of audiences over the span of centuries. How useful are the 
fifteenth- and sixteenth-century documents cited in this chapter toward 
reconstructing an ernie conception of literary reception and history? 
If many of these stories illuminate the overlapping author functions that 
collectively constitute a poet's "voice," what historical processes do these 
legends reflect in terms of shaping the construction of this voice? The 
range of historical response available in these legends often reveals that 
what we might call the poem's "reception" constitutes more than simply 
a loose network of colorful impressions and readings about the works and 
their authors. Rather, the effect created by the cumulative history of read­
ings seems to have a crucial influence on the role the poem must have 
played historically and continues to play today. Many of the legendary 
stories of canonical Sanskrit poets are well known to literary communi­
ties in South Asia, if not always textually corroborated. 
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7 ~ THE TRADITION EXPANDS TO THE REGIONS 

The future of a text-the conventions and the world-views it will help to form and 

consolidate-is just as muclz a part of its history and its contribution to history. 1 

Franco Moretti 

I
N THE late-fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, the Nai$adh!ya tradi­
tion enters into a mature phase. In addition to quasi-biographical 
narratives and professional commentaries, we additionally observe 

two significant developments. One of them is the transformation of the 
Nai$adh!ya's status, from a text inviting critical comment to a canonical 
work indispensable to a literary culture's self-understanding. The second 
development, coeval with and profoundly related to the Nai$adh!ya's pop­
ularity among learned audiences in South Asia, is the advent of regional­
language translations of the poem. This chapter offers a glimpse into the 
complex world of the Nai$adh!ya translation and, in particular, explores 
the ways in which these translations represent both continuities with 
earlier commentarial engagements with the Nai$adh!ya and, at the same 
time, divergent forms of literary practice that transform what the poem 

comes to mean to literary audiences. 
I use the term "translation" in this chapter to refer to a wide range of 

texts that consciously look to the Nai$adhfya's verses or its style to render a 
partial, more or less complete, or oblique conversion of Srlhar~a's poem. 
Those works that translate the poem into a regional language I refer to 
here as "interlingual" translations. Those works written in Sanskrit, but 
consciously translating Srlhar~a's linguistic usages and thematic choices 
in a new idiom, I call "intralingual" translations.2 Both of these types of 
works, I argue, show strong affinities to Sanskrit commentaries on the 
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Nai$adh!ya and are, indeed, indebted to, and in conversation with, them. 
With approximately fifty known Sanskrit commentaries on the poem and 
multiple translations and adaptations, the Nai$adh!ya stands apart from 
most other mahiikiivyas. Also telling is the number of creative works writ­
ten by known or attested commentators of Nai$adh!ya. Grappling with 
the diversity of linguistic usage and other such textual difficulties in the 
poem, the Nai$adh!ya presents special challenges to its medieval commen­
tators and translators. Foundational Sanskrit poems, Sanskrit commen­
taries on them, regional language translations and their commentaries, 
and newer Sanskrit and regional-language works fundamentally tied to 
their older sources occupy a shared space in medieval and early modern 
India in ways that have perhaps escaped notice in a milieu that privileges 
each of these source types as semi-autonomous developments of literary 
culture. Despite its richly well-traveled record, it seems unlikely, however, 
that the Nai?adh!ya tradition-with its wide dispersion of commentaries, 
biographical narratives, translations, and literary-critical documents-is 
fundamentally different from other popular works of literature in South 
Asia in this regard. 

Furthermore, similar to the ways in which a range of documents 
mushroom around Srlhar~a and his poem (commentaries, hagiogra­
phies, pseudepigrapha, translations), the regional-language translators/ 
authors and their poems also attract commentators, legend makers, and 
translators. Observing these translations (and the histories of their recep­
tion) alongside the Nai$adh!ya and its "afterlife," therefore, reveals the 
extent to which these works constitute and inspire parallel traditions of 
aesthetic creation and literary historiography that become stable com­
ponents of many of South Asia's literary cultures. In effect, then, these 
translations-commentaries on the Sanskrit poem and creative works in 
their own right-become subjects of their own critical traditions of recep­
tion. As such, their histories resemble the Nai?adh!ya's. 

A HISTORICAL SURVEY OF NAI~ADHiYA TRANSLATIONS 

Srlhaqa's Nai$adh!ya left a deep impression in the subcontinent's liter­
ary cultures from the thirteenth to twentieth centuries. And, in turn, we 
can say that the changes transpiring in the linguistic situation of late­
twelfth-century South Asia left a stamp on the Nai$adh!ya. One notices, for 
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instance, numerous usages in the verses of the Nai$adhfya that exhibit the 
ways in which twelfth-century Sanskrit was linguistically interacting with 
the emerging regional languages of the time. While it is often highlighted 
that Srihar~a mines the Sanskrit dictionaries (kosa) to render some thou­
sand difficult and obsolete words in his poem, the numerous contempo­
rary (samakcilika), local (desfya), and newly minted (navya) words brought 
into the Sanskrit idiom by Srihar~a have yet to be accounted for in histo­
ries of South Asian language. It is likely that the Nai$adhfya's conscious rec­
ognition of the emerging influence of regional South Asian languages and 
their peculiar literary predilections correspond to its meteoric dissemi­
nation among and wide use by regional-language authors in all genres. 
The distinctive twelfth-century Sanskrit usages in Nai$adhfya show the 
period's growing proximity among the linguistic worlds of Sanskrit and 

regional languages. 
A.N. ]ani gives several examples of newly minted Sanskrit expres­

sions in Nai$adhfya that correspond to common contemporary usages in 
Gujarati and Marathi. For example, the phrase "katham iisyarrz darsayitiihe" 
("How can I show my face") in Nai$adhfya 5.71 and 20.49 could be ren­
dered in Gujarati as "kevi rte moghurrz batiivur.n" or verse 9.4l's "navinam 
asriivi tavclnaniid idam" ("This is something new I'm hearing from your 
mouth") in modern Gujarati would be "navwrz sclmbharyurrz tamara mo~lfziirrz 
thirrz" (Jani 1957: 241ft). ]ani's list of idioms is supplemented by new 
types of diction in Srihar~a's Sanskrit, reflective of profound contact with 
late-medieval India's regionallanguages.3 For instance, in describing the 
moon's activity of destroying pining lovers in Nai$adhfya 4.62, the poet uses 
the word vyasana in the sense of "general habit," uncommon in Sanskrit 
before this time and a primary sense of the word in many modern regional 
languages. Another interesting "modern" use (in Nai$adhfya 3.8) is of the 
Sanskrit root lag in the sense of "following" (commentator Naraya!)a, for 
example, glosses lagati with caciila).' Similarly, Srihar~a's awareness and use 
of vernacular meters is another potential avenue for exploration.5 

Commentaries on Nai$adhfya reveal the extent to which the regional 
languages of South Asia entered the domain of the high Sanskrit kiivya. 
Very often in medieval and early-modern Nai$adhfya commentaries, one 
finds commentators labeling diction directly inserted from the regional 
languages as bhcl$a5abda or desyasabda, sometimes speculating on the 
particular region as well. A.N.]ani (1957:241), for example, notes unprec­
edented usages from the "popular language" such as the word iizgiila 
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in Nai$adhiya 1.9, biruda in Nai$adhiya 11.37, and dhora~zi in Nai$adhiya 
15.49. All of these words are either labeled as "regional" by commenta­
tors (Narayat:J.a calls 'ingclla' a bhcl$asabda that means "charcoal," while 
Mallinatha brands it desyasabda) or, alternatively, well-attested Sanskrit 
words are presented as synonyms (Jinaraja, for example, glosses ingiila 
with the normative arzgclra). Sometimes, commentators give remarkably 
specific information about a given regional word or expression. Narayat:J.a, 
for example, in locating the origins of the word ~iimba (in Nai$adlziya 22.51) 

says that in Gau4a language, ~iimba or lala~imba is the word for "a toy 
top" (bhramaraka), while in the languages of Kanyakubja and Mahara~tra 
(Narayat:J.a's country), the word is bharrzvarLI.6 

Starting backwards, we can identify at least a dozen complete transla­
tions of the poem into modern Indian languages during the late-nine­
teenth and twentieth centuries.7 These translations usually accompany 
some edition of the Sanskrit text and are primarily prose works that 
resemble the paraphrases offered by traditional Sanskrit commentar­
ies; this era also saw several poetic summaries of the poem written by 
Sanskrit scholars, such as Kr~t:J.arama's Siirasataka and A.V. Narasirpha 
Chari's nineteenth-century Ji.ryanai$adha. 8 Strikingly similar to the case 
of commentarial production on the Nai$adlziya during the eighteenth and 
early-nineteenth centuries, there seems to have been very little in the 
way of translation projects on the Nai$adhiya during this period. The only 
work from the eighteenth century (1769), in fact, is the Kclvyakalclnidhi 
(Treasure-house of the Arts ofPoetry), poet Gumana Mishra's unfinished 
verse translation of the poem in Brajbha~~V 

The seventeenth century presents an entirely different story. During 
this century, a series of important works can be identified as not only 
translations of the Nai$adhiya but also as foundational works in their 
own right. In his survey of translations and adaptations of the Nala 
story, Unni cites the works from Keralite Sanskrit poets from the sev­
enteenth century as being either modeled on Nai$adlziya (Karut:J.akara's 
Nalacandrodaya, or The Moonrise of Nala) or intended as a continuation of 
it (Vandarubhatta Madhavan Atithiri's Uttaranai$adhiyacarita, or The Later 
Adventures ofNala); other works, like the anonymous Nalacaritaprabandha 
campti, are direct translations. 10 Also from this century is Unnayi Variyar's 
Nalacharitham Attakkatha, on which is based the script for the perfor­
mance of the quintessential Kathakali dance-drama Nalacarita; much of 
the first day's performance (out of seven) relies on Srihar~a's version of 
the Nala story. The famous Kathakali text (attakatlza), according to N.P. 
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Unni, is "one of the best, if not the best, of original literary productions 
in Maiayalam ... the only one of its kind in the whole range of kathakali 
literature and unsurpassed." 11 Marathi poet Raghunatha Pal)c,iita's 
Darnayantisvaymyzvara (Damayanti's Svaya1]1vara) frankly admits the poem to 
be a commentary on the Nai~adfzfya in its preface.12 Another rnahiikiivya, enti­
tled Pratinai~adha (Each and Every Nala), is attributed to Nai~adhfya commen­
tator Srividyadhara; while the commentary is no longer extant, according 
to ]ani, the poem was "written under Shahjahan's reign in the seventeenth 
century." 13 The seventeenth-century Gujarati poet Premanand's Naliikhycl.rz 
reflects his predecessor's Bhalal)'s translation of the same name much in 
the way that Bhalal)'s composition does the Nai~adhfyacarita. 14 

Some scholars believe that the seventeenth-century Sanskrit poet 
Bhanubhatta's Haihayendracarita (dealing with the hero Kartaviryarjuna 
from the Vi~~zupurcl.tza) is modeled on the Nai~adhfya as well. 15 A.N. ]ani 
cites Cal)0a's opening of the seventeenth-century Prthviriija Rasa to indi­
cate Srihaqa's influence on the Brajbha$a poet's own work (nara1]1rilpa 
parrzcamrna srihar~asiiram I nalairiiya karrztharrz dirzai suddhahiira1]1 I 1). 16 The 
most celebrated translation from ·this era is the Liivanyavati, a poem by 
Upendra Bhafija in the Oriya chautisa tradition (lyrical ballad narratives). 
This poem, which is only obliquely a translation of the Nai~adhfya, recasts 
the hero as Chandrabhanu, prince of Karl)ataka, and the heroine as the 
eponymous Lavanyavati, a Sinhala princess. Ananta Tripathy Sharma, 
who has translated the Lavarzyavati into Sanskrit, writes of the poem: 

Lavanyavatf can be taken as the choicest sample of Upendra Bhafija's poetry: 

rich with imagery, consummate artistry and superb music, enlivened with 

the touch of rare poetic genius. In it, music and poetry fuse into a happy 

blend .... Since the hivya was a venture to emulate the far-famed Nai$adhfya 

of Srihaqa, which constituted a terror of the Sanskrit scholars of the country 

for more than 700 years with its extraordinary scholarship, intricate expres­

sions and with verses having more than one, two or three meanings in many 

cases, a clear understanding of the Lavanyavatf even in the Oriya original pre­

supposes a study of Srihaqa.1' 

The Lavanyavat! and two other works (the Vaidehivilasa, or Sita's Playful 

Gestures; and Kotibrahmc!tz~asmzdari, or Beauty for the Ages) by Upendra 
Bhafija constitute a trilogy of Oriya classic works that, like the Nai~adhiya, 
are standard works for students of Oriya literature. What is especially 
noteworthy, however, is that in addition to the fact that the Lavarzyavati 
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consciously strove to emulate the Nai~adhfya, the fate it shared in Oriya 
literary circles for the past three hundred years also follows a trajectory 
familiar to the Nai$acUrfya's reception among Sanskrit scholarsY 

Though conferred the title of "emperor of poets" (kavisamrat) by 
admirers, Bhanja apparently attracted bitter critics as well. Intriguingly 
similar to the narratives of Srihar~a and the Nai$adlrfya, Sharma explains 
that Bhanja's poetry was revolutionary in its effect on the "apathy tradi­
tional Sanskrit Pandits held for the Oriya language due to the absence of 
scholarly poetical works like the Nai$adlrfya." "It was commonly felt," he 
adds, that before Upendra Bhanja, "a poet with the talents of Bharavi, 
Magha, and Srihar~a was yet to be born to accept the challenge of the 
entire group of traditional pandits of those days and to vindicate the 
glory of the Oriya poets at the highest academic levels of the country."19 

Like Srihar?a, Upendra Bhanja is also reputed to have achieved his poetic 
prowess through meditation on a mantra, specifically the n!mataraka man­
tra,Z0 and was challenged by unsympathetic Oriya pandits to undergo sev­
eral ordeals to establish the merits of his work; he won over all of them 
and, because he could give a dozen interpretations to his own verses, he 
was commonly referred to as Pllrt!$abhiiratl (Sarasvati in male form). 21 

Again reminiscent of the Nai$adlrfya's reception, Bhaf1ja's poetry has been 
especially criticized by some twentieth-century critics for its frankness in 
treating sexual themes and its consistently difficult-to-understand lan­
guage. For example, Guruprasad Mohanty (1924-2004), popularly known 
as Guru Prasad, summarized the reception of Upendra Bhanja among 
(unappreciative) contemporary audiences: "Upendra Bhanja means a 
woman and a dictionary."22 

The great translations of the Nai$adlrfya from the fourteenth, fifteenth, 
and sixteenth centuries faced a reaction similar to Upendra Bhafija's 
among both contemporaries and later scholars. Some in the twentieth 
century spoke, for example, of the grand sixteenth-century Tamil trans­
lation of Srihar~a's poem Naitatam by poet Ativirarama Pat:Jtiyal) (aka 
Ajakar Peruma!) as "almost unreadable." Zvelebil describes the poem, 
which was once a staple of Tamil literary education, as "an intoxicat­
ing drug" and attributes the famous saying associated with this poem 
to his own feeling about the poem: Naitatam pulavark kcwtatam (Naitatam 
is the drug of poets).23 This characterization of the poem, perhaps con­
sciously, echoes a traditional saying about the Nai$adlrfya (cited earlier): 
that it is a "medicine/tonic" for scholars (nai$adlram vidvad-atr$adlram). 
David Shulman speaks in detail of the Naitatam's translation practices 

j 
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and offers insight into the historical importance of this poem to Tamil 
education: 

Less than a century ago, Ativirarama's masterpiece, the Naitatam ... was the 

foundation of a Tamil education, one of the most widely known and often 

reprinted of all classical Tamil works .... It was also always considered among 

the most difficult of classical works. The principle was, it seems, that once 

a child had mastered the Naitatam, with its archaic morphology and diction, 

its intricate alarikiiras, its metrical virtuosity, and its high kclvya themes and 

topoi, then he or she would be able to read anything in Tamil. The useful­

ness of all this erudition, condensed into a single long work (1172 verses), 

must have outweighed the slight embarrassment of teaching so many overtly 

erotic verses to children." 

Shulman explains that "for all its close adherence to the Sanskrit proto­
type, the Naitatam is an utterly new work, organized differently from its 
model and embodying an expressivity all its own:' Indeed, one may trans­
plant this statement as well to describe the great creative translations of 
Srihar~a's poem from the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, especially 
Bhalal)'s fifteenth-century Gujarati poem Nalakhyiin and the fourteenth­
century masterpiece Sp'Igiiranai?adham (Nai?adhamu), the first bona fide 
translation of the Nai?adhfya composed by the great Telugu poet Srinatha, 
often called sarvabhauma ("king of poets").25 

Before looking more closely at these two works by BhalaD and Srinatha, 
which are truly translations of the Nai?adhfya, two other works from the 
thirteenth century merit attention. First is the poem nukmi1Jisvayarr1vara 
(nukrni1Ji's Svaya1]1vara), a work that may be the earliest-known creative 
composition consciously tied to the Nai?adhiya tradition (1292-1293). 

Its poet Narendra (or Narindra) was an early and central figure of the 
Mahanubhava sect, a devotional movement founded by Cakradhara in 
the late mid-thirteenth century (in what is now Maharashtra). A.N. ]ani 
explains that the poem's "descriptions of the love ofKr~Da and Rukmil)i, 
of the assembled kings at the svaya1]1vara, of the love-lorn condition of 
Rukmil)i and of the measures taken by her friend to counteract it, and 
finally, of the physical charms ofRukmil)i and Kr~Da are modeled upon the 
Nai?adhfya." 26 Tulpule offers some interesting examples from this work, in 
addition to relating several fanciful anecdotes about its composition, giv­
ing credence to this poem's strong connections with the Nai?adhiya. Here 
is a passage from his description of the poem: 
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[Narendra] seems to have been attempting a maln1kiivya in Mara~hi on the 

lines of Sanskrit mahakavyas ... His pen-pictures are a rare combination of the 

real and the imagined as can be seen from the following sketch of Rukmil)l 

pining for Kf~I')a: 

"Lying with her left hand placed under the head, 

She had kept her right hand on the heart, 

So as not to allow Lord Kr~Da to escape from it." 

Narendra had a keen aesthetic sense and introduced an ornate style which 

was imitated by the successive narrative poets of his [Mahanubhava] sect.~' 

The example that Tulpule cites here bears an unmistakable resem­
blance to a series of verses from the beginning of the fourth canto of the 
Nai~adh!ya, where Srihaqa fancies Nala to reside in Damayanti's heart. 
Here is a verse, for example, I translated in chapter 1 (4.11): 

just imagine the pain produced by a small splinter 

entering the sole of the foot? 

What to say of a mountain-the lord of the earth, Nala-

entering the soft-bodied Damayanti's heart and staying lodged in there? 

The series of verses that follow this one explain how Damayanti's eyes 
were so fixed on the recesses of her heart (where Nala was) that they 
could not see what was right in front of her (4.12), how her face drooped 
down to her chest in sadness but brightened on account of it because it 
was closer to Nala who, again, was in her heart (4.13), and so on. Clearly, 
Narendra is replicating the playful aesthetic, if not the specific images, of 
these verses in his own poem. 

More intriguing, however, are the hagiographical narratives of the 
Rukmitzisvaympvara's composition that, remarkably, mimic the ones we 
have about the Nai~adhiya from the middle of the thirteenth century. 
Tulpule writes about a narrative found in the Srnrtistlza/a, a collection of 
(anonymous) biographical anecdotes in a proto-Marathi language from 
the early fourteenth century: 

The anecdote about the creation of the U.ukmi~Ii-svayarnvara ... is interest­

ing. It seems that the two brothers of Narendra were also poets and when 

they recited their own poems on the episodes from the Maluiblulrata and 

j 
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the Riimc!ya(Ja respectively in the court of Ramadeva Yadava, Narendra, 

who was present there and who had already heard about Cakradhara and 

his teachings, rebuked them for not singing the glory of Srlkr~rya instead. 

On being challenged by them to try for himself, Narendra composed then 

and there 1800 ovis [a Marathi verse form, where the first line rhymes with 

the next two] on the episode of Kr~rya's marriage with Rukmiryl that the king 

liked so much that he asked for their authorship in exchange for a sumptuous 

royalty to the composer. Narendra, however, being a poet with self-respect, 

rejected the royal offer and taking home the manuscript of his poem, copied 

about half of it with the help of his two brothers and returned the original to 

the king the next morning. It is thus that this Rukmil)i-svaymyzvara in its pres­

ent form looks incomplete, containing only 879 ovis, the completion of which 

was later attempted by not one but many unknown authors.28 

I quote this passage at length because we see in it several important paral­
lels from the biographical accounts given of Srihar~a and the Nai~adhiya 
in the various works discussed in the previous chapter. First is the notion 
that the Rukmir,zisvayarnvara was composed in response to a challenge 
that the poet, Narendra, could not write a kavya that was not explicitly 
devotional. Second is that the poem that we currently have is incom­
plete and, therefore, subject to the need for later authors to complete 
it. Finally, there is the narrative about the Rukmir,zisvayarnvara's transmis­
sion and use, with a reference to the poet himself copying the manuscript 
overnight with the help of his brothers. While all three features of this 
narrative do not exactly correspond to the narratives discussed earlier 
concerning the Nai~adhiya, the echoes are certainly there: Srihar~a writ­
ing the Nai~adhiya as a response to the challenge given him by jealous 
pa!)<;litas; the Nai~adhiya's legendary "incompleteness"; and minister 
Vastupala's clever copying (again, overnight) ofHarihara's manuscript so 
as to preserve it for the Vaghela king's royal library. As both sets of quasi­
historical accounts (Ca!)<;lupa!)<;lita's preface to his Dipika commentary, 
the Smrtisthala, and Rajasekharasuri's Prabandhakosa) appear sometime 
in the mid-thirteenth and early-fourteenth centuries and repeat similar 
details about their respective authors, we may infer that these second­
ary accounts grew in popularity simultaneously while assuming that the 
stories about Srihaqa and the Nai~adhiya were probably models for those 
fashioned about Narendra and the Rukrnir,zisvayarnvara. 

The final text that deserves comment in this historical survey is the 
thirteenth-century Sanskrit mahakavya Sahrdayananda (Pleasure for the 
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Connoisseur) by Kr~Dananda, poet and reputed commentator of the 
Nai~adhiya from Orissa. While his commentary is no longer available, 
the poem itself is well known and well received by texts on poetics like the 
Siihityadarpar,~a (A Mirror on Literature), which cites verses from it. I cau­
tiously treat the Sahrdayiinanda as a partial intralingual translation of the 
Nai~adhiya even though it is not usually understood as a "translation" but 
rather an important mahiikiivya in its own right. It is, of course, that but, as 
I will show, this mahc!kiivya also shows the ways in which intertextuality, 
commentarial consciousness, and translation practices merge in interest­
ing ways during the early centuries of the second millennium, making it 
difficult to disaggregate them into discrete categories of analysis. 

COMMENTARY AND THE INTERLINGUAL TRANSLATION 

The range of remarkable transformations happening after the twelfth 
century in terms of Sanskrit literary culture's relationship with regional­
language literary cultures is a subject that has only recently garnered 
acute attention.Z9 Established forms of literary composition, prevail­
ing exegetical practices, and new creative genres such as the regional­
language translation begin to share spaces in a literary culture marked by 
complex intersections and convergences that linked the efforts of multi­
lingual poets with professional pedagogues and wider audiences for lit­
erature. Interlingual and intralingual translations of the Nai~adhiya reveal 
a deep familiarity with the methods and procedures of the Sanskrit com­
mentary on the poem and, consequently, represent a new kind of exege­
sis on the Nai~adhiya, one that operates alongside the traditional Sanskrit 
commentary to enrich the poem's stature among the literary and peda­
gogical cultures of the regions. These translations, therefore, not only 
represent inaugurating moments in the literary history of regional lan­
guages but also reflect philosophical shifts in attitudes toward literature 
in general, embodying debates and ideas forged in pedagogical contexts 
and reproduced in new creative forms. Most germane to the subject of 
this book is that they should be seen as cornerstones of the Nai~actlziya 
tradition's growth and, undoubtedly, a major reason for the tradition's 
enduring presence in South Asia's literary cultures. 

Among the multiple literary reworkings of this masterpiece in South 
Asia's regional languages, two notable examples that demonstrate the 
richly interwoven textures of commentary writing and translation in 
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premodern India are Bhalal).'s fifteenth-century Gujarati work Nalakhyan 
and Srinatha's Telugu Sp'zgara-nai?adham (or Nai?adhamu) from the late­
fourteenth century. While not implying that these two works are, in any 
way, commentaries on the Nai?adh!ya, I argue that there is a commentarial 
consciousness in their translating practices. With the composition of the 
Nalakhyan, Bhalal). inaugurates a new genre of Gujarati literature known 
as the akhyan, a form that transports metrically tight, but thematically 
loose, verse composition (pada-mclla) into a formal narrative (akhyan) 
dimension with clear boundaries or links (ka~avu).30 In rendering the Nala 
episode of the Mahabharata into old Gujarati, Bhalal). explicitly clarifies 
the great epic as his source text while implicitly engaging with, in an obvi­
ously intertextual relationship, the Nai?adh!ya. While Bhalal). mentions his 
chief intertext to be the Nala episode found in Vyasa's Mahiibharata, it 
is clear that Srihaqa's Nai?adhiya is the most important source text for 
his depiction of NaJa's life up until his union with Damayanti. Notably, 
Bhalal). mentions neither the Nai?adfzfya nor Srihar~a and, therefore, does 
not consider his work to be a translation of the kavya. A close look at his 
work, however, discloses to what extent his Gujarati rendering of the Nala 
story lexically and syntactically coincides with the paraphrases found in 
Sanskrit commentaries on the Nai?adh!ya. 

In the fourth ka~avu [canto, literally "link of a chain"] of the Nalakhyan, 
Bhalal). combines two of Srihaqa's descriptions of NaJa's outstanding 
character (details found in Nai?aclfz!ya 1.14 and 1.16) and constructs a pas­
sage of six verses that condenses and reorders the semantic content of 
Srihar~a's verses. In Nai?adfzfya 1.13, Srihar~a suggests that Nala was more 
powerful than the sun. In verse 1.14, he continues with this theme: 

Whenever the thought comes to the Creator 

that those two are redundant 

in the presence ofNala's brilliance and eminence, 

he draws a circle around them to cross them out­

that's the illusive halo around the sun and the moon. 

Here there is an implicit comparison of the sun and moon with King 
NaJa's magisterial qualities: powerful brilliance, associated with the sun, 
and the ubiquitous celebrity enjoyed by the moon. The complex image 
combines several desires on the part of the poet: to praise Nala profusely, 
to create correspondences between Nala and the radiant orbs in the sky, 
to draw attention to the infrequent optical phenomenon of the halo that 
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sometimes forms around these orbs, and finally to fancy the Creator as a 
sort of amanuensis (a scribe or a merchant) and his creation a manuscript 
or accounting book in need of occasional correction through crossing-out 
or, in this case, circling the mistake. Here is how Bhalat:l renders Srihar~a's 
verse into Gujarati, spreading out the image over three stanzas: 

On rainy days, sometimes a halo appears behind the sun and the moon. 

This inspired an imaginative thought in the great poet's mind. 

Seeing Nala's brilliance in the sun and Nala's eminence in the moon, 

the Creator deliberated with himself, "Which sun and moon are real? 

Which ones are false?" 

And then, just as a merchant catches a mistake in his accounting book and 

draws a circle around it, so too did Brahma put a halo around the sun 

and moon.ll 

We notice here that Bhala!J's verse expands Srihar~a·s terse, compacted 
expression into three verses that flow together. Simultaneously, he col­
lapses the themes of the original verse into metrical couplets (doila) to 
mirror the aesthetic concision of the Nai~adhiya and also to replicate, 
though not necessarily reproduce, the stylistic condensation ofSrihar~a's 
semantic intentions. 

But he also adds or changes several important linguistic and thematic 
features not found in his source text. It is here, I argue, that Bhalat:l reveals 
a consciousness akin to the Sanskrit commentators. first there is Bhalat:l's 
statement that the site of the natural phenomenon "inspired an imagi­
native thought in the great poet's mind." Mallinatha, in explaining this 
verse, writes: 

The trope here is apahnuti (concealment, denial) as the scribal mark-not the 

putative subject of the image (the halo)-is superimposed onto or blocks the 

image of the halo, the putative subject. Earlier writers on poetics say that it 

is another trope known as siipalmavotprek~a (poetic fancy through dissimu­

lation/concealment): a "cancelling mark" (kWI\lalami) is imagined to exist 

around the sun and moon under the pretext of a halo, and this has to be 

understood implicitly because no explicit words (such as "like") point to 

this trope.u 

J 
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Whereas Mallinatha's commentary takes recourse here to the poetics 
discourse on trope (alarzkcirasclstra) to cite the imaginative element of 
the image-alluding to the technical figure of concealment (apahnuti), 
for example-Bhalaz:1 makes explicit that the poet had an "imaginative 
thought" and then goes on to make unambiguous the correspondence 
between Nala and the luminous orbs ("Seeing NaJa's brilliance in the sun 
and NaJa's eminence in the moon"). 

Next Bhalaz:1 adopts a diagnostic approach to Sr!har~a's language (fre­
quently used by commentators like Narayal).a) by reorienting the struc­
ture of the verse into an internal dialogue to explore multiple meanings 
or layers buried beneath the obvious lexical units of meaning. Thus, he 
writes: "Seeing NaJa's brilliance in the sun and NaJa's eminence in the 
moon, the Creator deliberated with himself, 'Which sun and moon are 
real? Which ones are false?"' Finally, the most glaring change made by 
Bhalaz:1 is his explicit interpretation of Srlhar~a's verse that he imports 
into his own couplet: the idea that "just as a merchant catches a mistake 
in his accounting book and draws a circle around it, so too did Brahma 
put a halo around the sun and moon." While Srlhar~a merely implies the 
metaphor of the merchant (or scribe) in saying about the Creator that 
"he draws a circle around them to cross them out," the Nai~adhiya com­
mentators (like Bhalal).) make explicit the basic sense that Sr!haqa seeks 
to suggest. Here, for example, is how Mallinatha glosses Srlhar~a's meta­
phor: "On the pretext of creating a halo, the Creator is actually making an 
indicatory mark to cancel the redundancy of the sun and the moon-just 
like a scribe or an author to erase an extra syllable or letter."33 By specify­
ing and analogizing the nature of the Creator's scribal work with that of a 
merchant who goes over his account books at the end of the business day 
("just as a merchant catches a mistake in his accounting book and draws 
a circle around it"), Bhalaz:1 creatively exploits the source text's inherent 
invitation for polyvalent interpretation. Whereas the Sanskrit commenta­
tors almost unanimously explain the scribe's convention as the intertext 
that makes the analogy clever, Bhalal). converts the coded scribe/manu­
script metaphor to merchant/accounting ledger without losing anything 
from the original conceit but yet, presumably, adding something illustra­
tive for his immediate audience. 

This mode of extending an inherited commentarial consciousness 
with his own is apparent throughout Bhalaz:1's text and suggests that, like 
the commentators, his own attitude as a translator and creative artist 
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tends both toward extending the source poem's semiotic potential and, 
simultaneously, toward displacing it with his own. The passages from the 
Nai~adhiya's Sanskrit commentaries paradigmatically reveal the com­
mentator's tendency to unravel, reconstruct, supplement, and ultimately 
expand on the artistic ellipsis the Sanskrit poet has manufactured to veil 
and obstruct unambiguous understanding. In the examples given above, 
each commentator unravels the carefully arranged paratactic syntax of 
Srihar~a's composition in order to reconstruct an easy assessment of the 
poet's main image: that it was the Creator's intention in producing the 
occasional optical event of the halo around the sun and moon to speak to 
the redundancy of these orbs, as Nala excels both in the very qualities for 
vyhich they are known. This halo is then imagined as the scribal custom 
of putting a circle with a pen around the items one wants ultimately to 
cross out or erase, the implication being that sometimes the Creator sets 
up the sun and moon to require cancellation, as they are unnecessary 
in the presence of Nala. The commentaries also supply, where necessary, 
the implications the poet skillfully leaves out. Srihar~a does not explicitly 
mention the Creator as a scribe nor does he spell out the correspondence 
between Nala and the celestial bodies in the sky. The three commenta­
tors only explicitly elucidate the actual scribal act implied by Srihar~a's 
mention of the cancelling mark (ku~J~alana). When Uhala~ translates this 
verse from the Nai~adhiya in three stanzas (4.10-12), therefore, he seems 
to bring to his expression an explanatory consciousness reflected in com­
mentarial practice. 

Similar in some ways to Bhala~'s project is the grand work of four­
teenth-century Telugu poet Srinatha. However, of the two, to study the 
ways in which a skilled translator in early premodern India was, at once, 
a first-rate poet and an astute commentator and critic, the text most 
worthy of attention is Srinatha's Sri1gara-nai~adham, or, as it is commonly 
called, the Nai~adhamu. Like Bhala~'s Na/akhyan, the Nai~adhamu marks 
important "firsts" in the history of regional-language literary cultures. 
As Bhala~ inaugurates the iikhyc!n in Gujarati, Srlnatha's work is a model 
poem of the prabandha genre in Telugu, integrating as it does verse struc­
tures into a single, coherent narrative with clear movements and breaks. 
As significant is the fact that the Nai~adhamu is the first known trans­
lation of a Sanskrit mahakavya into a regional Indian language. Whereas 
Bhala~ effectively translates Srihar~a's verses here and there, Srinatha 
seems to be the first explicitly to assert his path-breaking enterprise to 
translate a Sanskrit mahakc!vya. Srinatha, near the end of his composition 
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(Nai?adharnu 8.202), provides a statement of his translation's methodol­
ogy, rendered as follows by Narayana Rao and Shulman: 

The erotic poem made by the great Bhana Har~a. who traveled paths unseen 

by other poets, is here rendered into Telugu in a way that makes use of the 

special features of the language, to touch the hearts of the wise-following 

the sound of the text, aiming at the poet's intention (abhipraya), keeping 

the poetic feeling (bhdva) in view, supporting the mood (rasa), embellishing 

the figures of expression (alar'lkiira), taking care of propriety (aucitya) and 

avoiding impropriety (anaucitya), closely obeying the original. This Telugu 

Nai$adhamu will last as long as the moons, the stars, and the sun.3
' 

At least from the point of view of reproducing the "poet's intention" and 
avoiding improper interpretations, Srinatha's statement above echoes 
more or less something a Sanskrit commentator might articulate. In fact, 
one tradition (discussed in chapter 2) identifies the Telugu poet Srinatha 
as himself a Sanskrit commentator on the Nai?adhiya. 

Like a commentator, Srinatha wants to make the original accessible to 
his audience and, therefore, pays careful attention to Srihar~a's willful 
misappropriation of words and syntax. As a translator and creative art­
ist he, however, tries to reproduce as much of the sound and idea of the 
original without voiding his ambition to produce a distinctive work that 
will "last as long as the moons, the stars, and the sun." The principles he 
lays out for himself here include that, where appropriate, he will try to 
reproduce Srihar~a's usages without subverting the Sanskrit poet's nar­
rative choices nor his intended complexity of expression. In other places, 
Srinatha is liberal in his impulse to emend the source text where there is 
perceived linguistic, aesthetic, or moral impropriety. The Telugu poet also 
condenses the Nai?adhiya's lengthy cantos by collapsing several verses 
(sometimes as many as six) into one single verse, essentially pruning 
what is Srihaqa's penchant for exergasia-to exhaust a single theme-in 
verse after verse with lush description or extravagant references to an 
array of cultural intertexts. And there are several other such "rules" of 
translation that Srinatha imposes upon himself in the Nai?adharnu. 35 

Take, for example, his treatment of Nai?adhiya 19.60 in the eighth 
canto of the Nai?adharnu. Both of these verses are virtually untranslat­
able without resorting to a lengthy exposition about Sanskrit grammar. 
Semantically, they are virtually identical. However, the few changes that 
Srinatha makes are worth discussing in light of the mediating influence of 



190 <$>TilE TRADITION EXPANDS TO THE RLG!ONS 

the Sanskrit commentaries on this verse. Here are the two verses, begin­
ning with the Nai$adhiya 19.60 and followed by Nai$actlwmu8.19: 

iha kim U$asi prcclu!sarpsi-kim-sabda-nlpa­

pratiniyamita-vc!cc! vc!yasenai~a pr~ta!J I 
bhm:w pha!)i-bhava-sc!stre tatariaQ sthaninau hi­

viti vihita-tuhi-vclg-uttara(I kokilo'bfnlt I I 19.60 

prataQkalamu vc!yasarpbtt pa!)inapatyokta5c!strarTJbulo 

tataristhanulu ceppu\l' evvi? Yanu candarpb' oppa kau hm yanan I 
cc!turyai]Ib' alarc!ran uttaramu vispa$tm!lbugt! kokila-

vrc!tarTJb' ieee tuhi tuhi yani grhc!rc!mapradesar!Ibulan I I 8.19 

First, a few words about the context of this verse and its meaning: The 
nineteenth canto of Nai$adhiya provides a lengthy description of morn­
ing. Although the newly married King Nala is already awake and doing 
his morning prayers elsewhere, his royal panegyrists (vaitiilika) gather to 
awaken him. In verse sixty of this sarga, the poet fancies a vignette of two 
birds in rapt conversation. A crow apparently asks a question to a cuckoo 
bird, who then fashions a reply in his own bird language. Srihaqa imag­
ines a connection between the inarticulate matinal chatter of these birds 
and homophonous morphemes in a Paryinian siitra and wonders if per­
haps the two birds might be having a spirited morning discourse about 
grammar. The Sanskrit verse is framed in a melodious fifteen-syllabic 
meter (miilini) while the Telugu verse is in a lengthier nineteen-syllabic 
one (siirdiilavikri~ita). 

The basic sense here is that in the morning at dawn, one may wonder if 
a crow-in repeatedly employing some declensional form of the Sanskrit 
word for "what" (kimsabdariipa)-is in fact asking about the two substi­
tuted forms optionally replaced by the Paryinian affix "tclt," the answer to 
which is delivered by the cuckoo bird to the crow.l6 Could their dialogue 
be enacting, the poet mischievously wonders, the technical terminology 
found in texts on grammar? In essence, then, as the Sanskrit commen­
taries on the verse make clear, the crow is cawing something like "kau 
kau" ("which two" "which two") and the cuckoo is whistling back with 
"tuhi" "tuhi." Clearly, a verse like this proves very difficult to render in any 
language other than Sanskrit, intricately tied up with technical issues of 
Sanskrit grammar as it is. Unsurprisingly, both Srihar~a's and Srinatha's 
stanzas mean essentially the same thing: two birds in conversation, 
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the one asking the other (in the poet's imagination) about a technical 
point of grammar. The semantic parallelism between the two is conspic­
uous and unsurprising, as Srinatha fashions his poem in the shadow of 
a well-formulated translation scheme that he works out in the preface 
to his composition. The superficial parallelism in meaning between the 
two verses aside, however, worthy of scrutiny here are the places where 
Srlnatha chooses not to mimic the Nai~adh!ya's diction. It is in these variant 
expressions that one may cite the role played by the hermeneutic con­
sciousness of Sanskrit commentaries on the Nai~adh!ya in informing the 
creative choices ofSrinatha. Comparing these two verses it again becomes 
evident that the rich academic discourse that accompanied the Sanskrit 
sources had an important function in mediating the dialogue between 
the Sanskrit source and the regional-language translation (the relevant 
phrases are in boldface in the text cited above and below). 

The very first word of the verse, for instance, finds Srinatha collaps­
ing the Sanskrit iha U$asi with prata~kalamu ("in the morning"). This 
resembles-revealingly-the gloss of virtually every Sanskrit commenta­
tor on the verse, where prabhc!te or prclta~t-kc!le paraphrases Srihar~a's iha 
u~asi. Srinatha translates with the closely resonant Telugu prclta~tkc!lamu. 
Next, we notice that Srinatha chooses to retain the core of Srihaqa's 
playful verse by citing in his verse the Par;inian affix-marker tcltan 
while notably emending the most common reading of phar;tibhava5clstra 
with par;tinapatyokta5clstram. Srinatha's choice reflects a significant com­
mentarial antecedent and, therefore, proves noteworthy here. There is 
a disagreement among the early Sanskrit commentators about the cor­
rect reading of pha~tibhavasclstra in the verse. All commentators, except 
Car;<;lupar;c,Hta, seem to favor the reading that indicates Patafijali's 
Mahc!bhc!~ya (that is to say, "the sclstra produced by 'phm;ti' or Se~anaga;' 
i.e., Patafijali, the second-century BCE commentator of the great gram­
marian Par;ini [fourth century BCE]).37 The thirteenth-century commen­
tator Car;<;iupar;c,lita, however, insists that one should emend the wrong 
reading of phar;tibhavasclstre to par;tibhavasclstre and take the reference here 
to mean Par;ini's A$tcldhyc!yi itself.38 Regardless of the correctness of the 
textual quibble, Srinatha chooses to supersede the most common reading 
and side with the less likely interpretation by rendering the source text's 
par;tibhavasclstra with his own par;tinclpatyoktasclstra, remarkably following 
Car;<;lupar;c,lita's explanation par;tino'patyam. 

While there is no attempt here to link Srinatha with Car;<;lupar;c,lita (or 
any other Sanskrit commentator) historically, it is likely that Srinatha is 

1)niversitat Hamburg· Asmn-Atn~<,a-lr)·~t,, 
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aware, along with the Sanskrit commentators, of the technical issues of 
grammar involved with this verse, and clearly this grammatical conscious­
ness informs his own creative choices. Furthermore, we may observe the 
most marked parallel between the Sanskrit commentaries and Srinatha in 
the second and fourth quarters of his verse. Srihar~a merely suggests the 
actual sounds of the birds being repeated again and again by indicating 
that the crow used some form of the Sanskrit word kim and the cuckoo's 
response was tuhi. The Sanskrit commentators unpack their poet's impli­
cation by staging the dialogue explicitly. Cat,1<;iupat,1<;iita renders the crow's 
repeated cawing as "kim kim" and the kokila's repetitive reply being "tuhf 
tuhf," while Narayat)a has the crow abrasively repeating "kau kau" while 
the cuckoo croons "tuhf tuhf'' ("which two" "which two"; "tu and hi" "tu 
and hi"). 39 Srinatha apparently shares Narayat)a's view and instantiates 
the commentary-like gloss into his own verse. And so, rather than merely 
implying the sounds as Srihar~a does, Srinatha downloads the entire com­
mentarial expansion into his verse. 

Unlike Bhalat), Srinatha chooses not to reorient the details of this verse 
into a prosaic, explanatory mode. His translation seeks both to repro­
duce Srihar~a's image and imaginative analogy and to echo the rhythms 
of Srihar~a's verse. In this way, he negotiates a more facile comprehen­
sion for the reader-by expanding the implied dialogue between the two 
birds-but does not take the moment out of its immediate context by 
explaining the fancy the way a Sanskrit commentator might. Mallinatha, 
for example, summarizes verse 19.60 after glossing its lexical terms in the 
following way: 

The indistinct sounds of morning birds awakens an imaginative thought in 

the poet who, imagining the crow to say "kau" and the cuckoo "tuhi," fancies 

the previously recounted question-and-answer dialogue between the crow 

and the cuckoo. The idea here is built on the fact that birds, such as the crow, 

warble when the morning comes:'" 

Bhalat,1 implies in his preface that he is composing for an audience of 
largely Gujarati speakers, among whom there may be many with a good 
knowledge of Sanskrit; his prosaic explanation, therefore, closely fol­
lows the kind a commentator like Mallinatha might provide.41 Srinatha's 
translation, however, seems clearly to be meant for highly learned 
Telugu audiences and Sanskrit scholars alike. Indeed, his work inspired 
its own sets ofTelugu commentaries. 12 Srinatha's self-admitted task is 
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to create a unique work that will nevertheless "obey" the original. Chief 
among his strategies to avoid misrepresenting or violating the aes­
thetic pleasure of the original text is to emphasize, as Narayana Rao and 
Shulman note, "an explicit focus on the sounds of the original (sabciam 
'armsiirinciyunu)." 13 In this regard, Srinatha differs from Bhalal). in terms 
of the ways in which the two translators incorporate the functions of 
commentary into their work. 

While both take up strategies familiar to the Sanskrit commentary, in 
terms of condensing or expanding or restructuring their source, Bhalal). 
contentedly translates the source along the lines of a traditional com­
mentary's conceptual understandings, without trying to make his poem 
sound or resonate like Srihar~a·s. Srinatha intends, in contrast, to capture 
the peculiar force of Srihar~a's "sound" and thereby produces a far more 
dazzling feat of translation. One can say that Bhalal). is content with trans­
lating the idea whereas Srinatha strives also to reproduce the expression of 
the Nai~acih!ya's verses. It is also noteworthy to add that the Telugu poet 
consistently produces a "second-order" reframing of the Nai~acihlya, one 
that reproduces the specificity of Srihar~a·s diction and simultaneously 
highlights, in a Telugu idiom, the Sanskrit original's intentions to be, at 
turns, complex and playful:" 

COMMENTARY AND THE INTRALINGUAL TRANSLATION 

It appears that, at least in part, regional language translations like the 
Naliikhycln and the Nai~acihamu serve the function of Sanskrit commentar­
ies without necessarily supplanting their continued production in certain 
academic or institutional contexts. Translations like Bhalal).'s render the 
Sanskrit text's dense poetic tropes, language, and syntax comprehensible 
and accessible for local audiences that include both the Sanskrit and non­
Sanskrit literati. Where Bhalal).'s translation seeks some form of dynamic 
equivalence with Srihaq;a's poem, giving primacy to the Sanskrit text's 
content, Srinatha seeks both a formal semantic and morphological equiv­
alence with its source text. His translation condenses, expands, and makes 
more accessible the source text-all commentarial practices and aims­
but goes further in many cases not only to reproduce the sonic and 
semantic effects of the Sanskrit source into a new regional idiom but also 
to refine and enhance it. Alongside this trend of regional-language trans­
lations working in tandem with the Sanskrit commentaries as conduits of 
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Sanskrit literary production for diverse audiences, another kind of work 
also invites attention in this regard: the intralingual translation. 45 One 
remarkable example from the Nala tradition, from the thirteenth cen­
tury, is Orissa poet Kr~t:tananda's Sahrdayiinanda. 1

" This poem appeals to 
the Sanskrit reader's previous experience of listening to (or reading) the 
Nai~adhiya and, in reproducing word clusters and images used by Srihar~a, 
it relies on meta-linguistic reference to create a wholly new equivalence 
with its source text. An interesting conjecture, cited in numerous places 
including by Krishnamachariar himself, holds Kr~t:tananda (like Srinatha) 
to have himself written a Sanskrit commentary on the Nai~adhiya as well. 
If this commentary did exist, it could be considered one of the earliest on 
the poem, contemporaneous with Cat:tc;lupat:tr,lita's. 

In his Hindi introduction to the text, Vachaspati Dvivedi provocatively 
surmises that Kr~t:tananda's Sahrdayiinanda might not have survived the 
centuries were it not for its relationship with the Nai~adlziya.47 The num­
ber of examples in Sahrdayiinanda that reflect processes we observe in 
Nai~adhiya commentaries (amplification, abbreviation, selective para­
phrase) are, even from a brief study of this text, numerous. The few crit­
ics who have looked at the Nai~adhiya and the Salzrdayananda together 
do not explore the source/commentary angle any further, however, 
than citing its possible connection. Instead, they cobble together a set 
of similarities and differences that exist between the two works, starkly 
noting the divergence in style and texture. Dvivedi, for example, writes 
that in Srihar~a's verse, naturalness of expression is compromised by 
the burden placed on the poem by excessively complicated conceits.48 

He contrasts Knt:tananda's verse as favorable to Srihar~a's in the fol­
lowing characteristics: there is "naturalness" to his descriptions; unlike 
Srihaqa's poem, he writes, there is little flashy "artistry" and showing 
off in Kr~t:tananda's; also, there is no forcing of sound effects like allit­
eration (anuprasa) and repeated phoneme "twinning" (yanzaka); finally, 
the Sahrdayananda does not cross the line between "poetry" (kiivya) and 
"scholarship" (siistra), and there are no abstruse allusions inaccessible to 
the "ordinary" reader.49 

Steering clear of typical comparisons between the two works' struc­
tural, thematic, and stylistic approach to rendering the Nala story, the 
following examples emphasize the intersection of a "translating" and 
"commentarial" consciousness evident in Kr~t:tananda's composition. 
Like Bhalat:t (and unlike Srinatha), Kr~t:tananda never explicitly mentions 
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Srihar~a. Both Bhalal). and Kr~Qananda, however, do pay their homage 
to the "great poet," which may reasonably be taken to refer to Vyasa, to 
Srihar~a, or to both. Though neither Bhalal).'s nor Kf~l).ananda's poems are 
openly acknowledged as translations-as Srinatha's is-both are informed 
by distinct hermeneutic practices and the impulses that guide them. The 
translating consciousness of the Sahrdayananda, as would be expected, 
differs from the regional language translations in significant ways. Unlike 
Bhalal). and Srinatha, there is no "non-Sanskrit" audience for whom the 
poet translates the verses from the Nai~adhiya. In actuality then, calling 
it a translation signifies more its relationship to Sanskrit commentaries 
on the Nai~adhiya (and to other classic mahakavyas, as is shown later) than 
to the actual source text. It is clear that in several places, Kr~Qananda 
reproduces Srihar~a's diction directly into his verse, while in most cases 
he paraphrases-in the ways Bhalal). and Srinatha do-a Nai~adhiya com­
mentary-like gloss and inserts it skillfully into his own work. 

Take, for example, the famous scene where Nala first encounters 
the gold hal'!lsa bird (hirm.zrnaya-hal'!lsa) that will shortly become his go­
between with Damayanti. Nai~adhiya 1.117 (translated in chapter 5 and 
repeated here) and 1.118 describe the scene as follows: 

payodhi-lak~rnfrrw;;i keli-palvale rirarrisu-1Ia171sf-kalaniida-sadararn I 
sa tatra citra171 vicarantarn antike IIira(Irnayarri ha171sarr abodhi nai~adha~ I 11.117 

Near a pleasant pool 

which had appropriated some of the ocean's loveliness, 

Nala awakened to the presence of a spectacular golden ha171sa 

stirring nearby, intent on seeking out 

the indistinct cooing of a female harrisa 

desirous for love-play. 

priyiisu biiliisu rata-k~amiisu ca dvipatritarri pallavita171 ca bibhratarn I 
smariiljita171 riiga-mahi-ruhiilikura171 mi$e(la caricvos cara1;1a-dvayasya cal 11.118 

For his beloveds-submitting to their arousal-

he was bearing a pair of! eaves with tender shoots, 

in the guise of his red beak and feet, 

born of Love 

and sprouts of Passion's red tree. 
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· dh- · . . hose sen Nm$a rya verses present qUtte a complicated tmage upon W there are 
commentators do not agree. Narayana's idea seerns to be that . eJ{Pe' 

. l fvely tn 
two beloveds-one experienced in lovemaking and one re a 1 done 

. the yot.tno 
nenced. The hamsa, therefore gives tender lotus sprouts to . es the ' ' h gtV 
whom he loves less than the experienced beloved, to whom e d rnakit1g 
lotus leaves. Kr~l)ananda seems to focus only on the young beloV~ ·~plicitlY 
it a point that the harpsa placed the sprouts directly in her rnout 

1 

\I 



THE TRADITION EXPANDS TO THE REGIONS <i> 197 

with his own . . 
to a lov· k' mouth-g1vmg her, as Naraym;a suggests, something akin 

Ing ISS 5> H d 111erely . · · e oes not pluck the leaves for a second beloved but 
Sits on the I t 1 f ll' - . the ve o us ea . Ma matha echoes th1s explanation and cites 

rse as exh'b't' 
structu ( . 1 1 mg a suggestive force that is built on complex tropic 
( re a/ankara dl ') h 1· 1 arthal 'k - Jvam ; e 1sts at east four complex semantic tropes 

an ara) · th 
hyperbole . ,Ill ~ verse: metaphor (nipaka), concealment (apahnuti), 
ity and (attsayoktT), and poetic fancy (utprek~ii). To reduce the complex­
that th:et keep the most charming suggestion in Srihar?a's verse intact­
into h male haq1sa effectively kisses the female as he delivers the stalk 
il11age ;r mouth with his mouth-Kr$!Jii'nanda astutely abbreviates the 

By odsay only that the bird served "his beloved's mouth" out of love. 
an lar 1. 

tract ' ge, tne practices of commentators to either expand or con-
serve to . . . 

than an Insp1re m Kr$!Jananda's poem a creative prompt rather 
cific i explanatory one. The Sahrdayiinanda tends not to mimic the spe-
langt rnagery of the NafJadhiya's conceits (as we see in the two regional 

Iage poets) b h trope ut rat er echoes its tone-playful, prone to piling one 
texts)~P~n another, and deeply referential (to itself and to cultural inter­
Positi Without generating the renowned complexity of Srihar?a's com-
Da,.,., on. Thus, for instance: he suggests Sriharsa's clever etymology of · 

'"aYant·· · ''.:.,. 
(c0111 

1 s name by providing one of her father Virasena or of Nala ·1 
descrf:re Naf$adhiya 2.18 with Sahrdayiinanda 1.24); he has Kamadeva \ 
Padc!di-:e ~amayanti's beauty from head to toe (nakha-sikha-van;ana/ 
descri . santa) in a few verses rather than NaJa's elaborate mental 
fa,.,.,

0 
Phon ofDamayanti in canto seven of Nafsadhiva; or he replaces the 

''' us "1 · " _ 
With . ament of the hamsa" verses from the Nafsadhiya (ha1J1sa-vilapa) 

Sitt]'j · ' 
c0111 

1 ar ones addressed to a monkey Nala encounters and frees out of 
Passion h'l h d d c h I<r511 ~ w I e unting (Sahrdayiinanda 1.56); an so on an so 1ort . 

· · · anand ' · d · fi d ever a s consciousness of the Nai$adhiya's tone an texture IS oun 
ness:~here in the early cantos ofthe Sahrdayananda, as is his deep aware­
ftlrth the Possibilities that exegetical modalities of expression hold to 
Sahrd er ~is creative aims. The following verse from the second canto of 
cha~11a~ananda (2.56) reflects the ways in which the poet Kf~!Jananda 

e s Kr~Qananda the commentator: 

So slende f . 
that h. r Je made that delicate Damayanti's waist 

And e feared it might snap. 
so right fit Pr ' a erwards, the Creator 

otected 't . 
cor . 1 WJth three golden harnesses-

lJLJred as the three flesh-folds around her midsection. 
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Kr~ryananda's clever verse stands as a sequel thematically to Nai$adlziya 
2.34 and 2.35, and its form creatively contracts Srihar~a's exergasia in form 
(only one verse)-something commentators often do by simply ignor­
ing the second verse as repetitive (punar-llkta) and, therefore, superflu­
ous-and simultaneously expands Srihar~a·s invocation of the corporal 
phenomenon of three folds on the belly (trivali) through an etymological 
analysis familiar to commentarial modes of observation. llJn 2.34, Srihar~a 
imagines the Creator sculpting Damayanti's body with four fingers on the 
front and the thumb in the back: the four fingers produce three thin folds 
of flesh above her naval (trivali) and the thumb fashions the arched curva­
ture of her back; in 2.35, Srihar~a fancies the indentations left by the four 
fingers squeezing her waist to be the three flesh-folds and the decorative 
gold chain women wear around their waist: 

Made beautiful was the midsection 

ofDama's sister by the Creator's fist 

around her belly: three flesh-folds 

squeezed out between the spaces of the four fingers; 

the arch in the lower back made by the thumb's indentation. 

Is someone curious about the midsection of Dama's sister? 

Is he measuring it with a fist? 

The four fingers holding it appear 

with three folds and a decorative gold chain. 

Kr~ryananda takes the imagery from both Nai$adlziya verses but creates a 
wholly novel image: the three folds (and the gold chain) from Srihar~a·s 
verses are converted in his verse to be three gold harnesses meant to pro­
tect her delicate waist. The creator, Kr~~Iananda implies, fears Damayanti's 
waist to be too fragile and so, under the pretext of the trivali, he fash­
ions three golden belts to protect her body from breaking. Kr~ryananda is 
playing on the related words vali (fold or wrinkle) and valaya (decorative 
belt or the old-fashioned "girdle"). Mallinatha unpacks the grammati­
cal implication of this move in Srlhar~a's text, which Kr~ryananda is also 
clearly aware of, that the compound trivali (three folds of flesh) can be 
unpacked and the word vali can be pluralized to valaya.11 The play lies in 
the fact that the term valaya itself is a noun that means "belt or decora­
tive girdle." Once again, Kr~ryananda's creativity-the verse is beautifully 
alliterated-fuses the word games played by poet and commentator. 
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CONCLUDING OBSERVATIONS 

In the case of Bhalal), Srinatha, and Kr~l)ananda, the point is not that 
the poets were necessarily reading commentaries on the Nai?adh!ya and 
"translating" them. Even if the tradition that Srinatha and Kr~l)ananda 
wrote commentaries on the Nai?adh!ya is not accurate, the point here is 
that these poets' work is nevertheless informed by a consciousness that 
is somewhat, if not thoroughly, imbued by the Sanskrit commentaries 
on Srihar~a's poem. While Sanskrit commentaries continued to be pro­
duced for specialized contexts even after the emergence of translations 
as functional commentaries on Sanskrit keivya, in some measure the latter 
provided a more uninhibited space for rhetorical exploration. As these 
translations themselves entered into a pedagogical space occupied tra­
ditionally by Sanskrit commentaries, it is probable that something akin 
to what Copeland argues as conflicts between the claims of rhetoric and 
grammar in the academic discourses of the European Middle Ages could 
have arisen in a South Asian context, within the theoretical systems of 
textual production and textual interpretation that collectively com­
pose Sanskrit literary discourse (siihityasiistra). As a commentary on the 
original, the regional-language translations emphasize the rhetoric of 
the source text. The latent translating animus of formal commentarial 
acts, however, is often buried in its attention to the details of grammar 
and the task of pedagogy. Unlike the Sanskrit commentary's ambivalent 
underplaying of its assumption of the authority of the source text, the 
translation allows for more freedom to transact this authoritative move. 
Whereas the commentator's ostensible service to the source text is a sine 
qua non, the translator can choose to be faithful or to emend radically, as 
each of the poets discussed above do. In light of their role in academic 
institutions, commentaries often have little leeway to veer from their 
conformance to the style and substance demanded from the contexts of 
their production. 

The very fact that regional-language poets thought seminal Sanskrit 
texts to be "translatable" -especially a challenging poem like the 
Nai$adhiya-is remarkable. It implies a belief in their accessibility to 
non-Sanskrit audiences, challenging the notion that Sanskrit texts were 
untranslatable and thereby fixed in their static, canonical perches. 
Generally, the translation into a regional language was a creative act first 
and only then a commentary. However, the commentator was free to pro­
vide multiple explications and to let his inventiveness wander, either in 
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the circumscribed world of grammatical possibility or through the invo­
cation of wide cultural reference. The translator could generally only 
make one choice. These poets' exegetical interests not only lay in the 
accessible transference of the Sanskrit masterpiece for Sanskrit and non­
Sanskrit audiences but also include practices to "clean up," where neces­
sary, the excesses or deficiencies of the master Sanskrit poet. The very 
textual characteristics that mark the Sanskrit commentary constitute an 
oblique mechanism for displacing the text. The translation of the Sanskrit 
text into the regional language, however, represented not so much a dis­
placement of the authoritative source text as much as an appropriation of 
the hermeneutic function and perhaps the very form of the academic dis­
course that mediated the source text with the translation. The resultant 
creative text then functioned as both new source and repository of her­
meneutic practice. Nai?adhamu and Nalc1klzyiin, as much as they purported 
to rewrite the Nai?adl!rya, also served as commentaries on it. They them­
selves were, inevitably, the subjects of their own commentarial tradition. 

With the emergence of new literary cultures in South Asia, Sanskrit 
commentaries inevitably began to share their functions with regional­
language translation. Translators, in turn, absorbed and adapted com­
mentarial practices for their own creative purposes. One important tactic 
appears to have been the adoption of the Sanskrit commentary's surface 
text and/ or its itinerant compositional strategies. Tl1us, for example, syn­
tax is often reordered into a standard prose order; synonyms are strategi­
cally inserted for explanatory or creative effect; and meanings implied or 
suggested in the original are unpacked and expanded in the reformatted 
commentary or translation. Other standard practices of commentators 
are, as expected, dropped by translators: citations from texts on lexicog­
raphy (Amarakosa, etc.) and grammar (Pal)ini's siitras), for instance; iden­
tification of particular alarzkiiras; and, most visibly, multiple readings or 
interpretations for any given lexical or semantic unit in the root text. 
Another important feature usually found in both Sanskrit commentaries 
and regional-language translations is the inclusion of a pointed preface. 
In that commentators and translating poets are tense about how success­
ful they are in rephrasing or representing their source text, their intro­
ductory remarks reveal a strikingly similar relational attitude. Both, at 
turns, affirm their loyalty to the original's intent and profusely praise the 
Sanskrit poet. Sensing that they are rewriting the original-the commen­
tators through a special kind of paraphrase and the translator through an 
audacious presumption that a classic original can be somehow replicated 
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and even, perhaps, reformed in another language-the commentator and 
the translator unsurprisingly find themselves apologetic. 

There are many more examples one can cite from the Sahrdayiinanda, 
as from Naliikhyiin, Nai~adhamu, and other translations of Nai~adhiya, to 
visualize a conscious process of complex kclvya translation that trans­
pired during the middle centuries of the second millennium CE, involv­
ing not only the Sanskrit source text but also the implied commentarial 
theories and actual practices that attended that source. Toward this end, 
this chapter has attempted to contribute to the ongoing conversation 
on the subject of "vernacularization" in South Asia and the important 
role a poem like the Nai~adl!iya played in that conversation.55 By culling 
several passages from two interlingual, regional-language translations of 
the Nai~adhiya and complementing them with passages from an intralin­
gual translation in the form of a Sanskrit poem called Sahrdayiinanda, the 
aim has been to explore the level of intimacy these creative texts share 
with the hermeneutic documents that serve and preserve the Sanskrit 
source poem. The tentative argument here has been that commentar­
ies on poems like the Nai~adhiya mediated the conversation between the 
creative texts of Sanskrit literary culture and the new regional-language 
literatures that blossomed after the thirteenth century. Commentaries 
also supplied techniques, functions, and a creative logic all their own to 
these new literary cultures and inevitably became secondary themselves 
as they shared with regional-language translations the function of being 
bearers of Sanskrit literary culture to new audiences, precisely for whom 
the translations were designed. 
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CONCLUSION 

How do I measure the depth of this poem called Nai;;adhiya? 

It is a palatial abode for limitless meanings, concealed and remote. 

There are many, many radiant jewels in the middle of the earth. 

It is the rare digger who can locate the entire quarry of diamonds. 1 

Gadadhara, fifteenth-century commentator 

Because of the drops of water flowing fast 

from the streams of the sibling of the Klwr;~lanakhar.z\lakhiidya, 

we detect the sprouts of delight by their characteristic flowers, 

well-watered and in bloom, growing without interruption. 

We know that such is the delight of the connoisseur: 

hair standing on end, moistened with rasa that slowly builds.' 

Visvesvara [Gagiibhafta], seventeenth-century commentator 

T
HIS BOOK has ostensibly been about one poem. But it has argued 
that the study of one poem-with a long reception history­
requires that attention be given to dozens, if not hundreds, of 

other works that constitute its tradition. This tradition of a text entails not 
only a repertoire of genres-like the formal commentary, narrative leg­
ends, and translations-but also an effect that audiences inherit, enhance, 
and transform through history. What we experience today in reading 
a work from the twelfth century, therefore, bears the stamp of centu­
ries of engagements by literary communities that found it necessary to 
respond to, remember, and teach such a work. In the case of my study of 
the twelfth-century poem Nai~adh!yacarita, I found that the learned com­
mentators of the poem from the thirteenth to the twentieth centuries 
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were an especially significant community of readers that needed to be 
better understood. Chapters 2, 3, 4, and 5, therefore, brought attention 
not only to the commentators' specific scholarly contributions to the 
poem's understanding but also to the specialized hermeneutic practices 
they helped shape over several centuries. The final two chapters, while 
also very much concerned with commentarial practices, introduced 
genres other than the commentary. Chapter 6 treated the narratives and 
legends that retrospectively attempted to fill out a biography of the poet 
and the poem. These works, I argued, functioned as oblique forms of pre­
modern criticism and history that complicate our understanding of liter­
ary culture in South Asia in ways that still require more reflection from 
scholars. Chapter 7 showed the extent to which the Nai~adl!iya figures into 
the literary histories of many other works composed in multiple South 
Asian languages. In this chapter, I attempted to show how a work that was 
widely adapted, imitated, and translated for at least five hundred years 
completes the Nai~adfliya's trajectory. From a twelfth-century Sanskrit 
poem composed in the Gahac,iavala courts of northern India, it evolved 
into a widely influential South Asian work that resonated with genera­
tions of artists throughout the subcontinent. 

REVIEWING THE NAI~ADHIYA TRADITION 

Seventeenth-century commentator Gagabhatta, in the introduction to 
his commentary on the Nai~adfziya, wrote that of all the poets, past and 
present and yet to come, only Srlhar~a could make claim to "ascend the 
literary throne of all quarters of the country.''l Truly, by the fifteenth cen­
tury, as I recounted in chapter 2, commentators from virtually every cor­
ner of premodern India had written a commentary on the Nai~adfliya. The 
diversity of engagement with the poem contributed to its ascent to leg­
endary status and, consequently, to its place in the "Great Works" canon 
of Sanskrit literature. Perhaps signaling a change in literary conscious­
ness, the Nai$adfliya's afterlife began not with its early commentators but 
with the author himself. Srlhar~a's self-conscious awareness of his own 
powers as a poet and of his poem's originality is displayed sporadically 
throughout the Nai$adhiya and especially in the autobiographical verses 
found at the end of each canto. His "voice" and his multiple authorial 
functions as poet, logician, yogi, and as an elite member of court carry 
a strong presence in the work itself, expanding, as one would expect, to 
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hyperbolic proportions at the hands of later admirers and critics. This 
marked a rather new understanding of the canonical Sanskrit poet, a con­
trast from what was expected of the usually anonymous and unassuming 
mafziikavi. 

james Porter, with reference to the construction of European antiqui­
ty's classical ideal, writes that: "Classicism is not a spontaneous effect but 
a practiced gesture, repeated over historical time, and a cultivated attach­
ment; it is learned, not discovered; it comes secondhand."' That Sr!haqa 
himself guided-or taught-his audience in how to think about the 
Nai?adhiya was evident in the verses of the poem itself. We saw this espe­
cially in the four verses at the end of the poem (cited at the end of chapter 
1), which presented for readers an explicit insertion of an authorial iden­
tity that marked a historical location for the text's production and an idea 
of how it was initially produced and received. The first commentators of 
the Nai?adhiya immediately seized on the novelty the poem seemed to 
offer and lent their own voice to constructing Srihar?a and Nai?adhiya as 
symbolic effects. As chapter 2 discussed in detail, these early reading com­
munities of Nai?adhiya seemed eager to discipline the poem into struc­
tured interpretive frameworks. And so, for example, Vidyadhara in the 
mid-thirteenth century read the poem largely through a lens of its liter­
ary excellence while his near-contemporary Cal)c;lupal)c;lita insisted that 
the poem needed the perspective of a learned philosophical mind. While 
these early readings emphasized the need for specialist training fully to 
appreciate the Nai?adhiya, they still viewed the poem as largely open in 
terms of establishing rubrics for its exegesis. Later readers increasingly 
rendered the poem more and more in need of elucidation, foregrounding 
their mediating role and reinventing the poem as either an object of criti­

cal scrutiny or of congenial identification. 
Changing course somewhat from the early commentators of the thir­

teenth century, the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries spoke more to the 
poem's value and inaugurated a culture of commentary writing that high­
lighted what might have been a contentious sanctioning process among 
professional scholars. As I discussed in chapter 4, commentaries from 
this period struggled over text-critical issues such as the fixing of correct 
readings and the extent of the text. In their foregrounding the primacy 
of text criticism in exegesis, these commentators reflected a reading cul­
ture's critical temperament and practice that was serious about estab­
lishing grammatically and stylistically normative forms and fixed on 
demonstrating the depth of its commitment to guide present and future 
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, noniza-'h . dl!iya s ca readers through the foundational source text. 1 e Nm~a _ ahiikiivya 
. I l the parrcam tion as a fifth and final work that effectively cosec . tl·onal set-

' , f 1 ·n instttu formulation, rested largely on the poem s use u ness 1 
tings of education. 

1 

-kavya cur-
f. · the marza h The Nai~adhiya seems to have become a 1xture m c es tot e 

riculum as early as the fifteenth century, as many 0 nfirrned an f the pretaC d 
commentaries from this period attest. The poem both co h its con­
disrupted familiar expectations of the mailakiivya genre throu~·zation of 
ceptual and linguistic complexity. Its special role in the crysta t~erefore, 
a Sanskrit maluikiivya tradition during the fifteenth centu?,n in south 
placed it squarely in discussions of literary canon format!Ot dy 

0
fthe 

Asia, in critical ways that, for later generations, exceeded a_k s _uya canon 
- zaha av h text itself. Unlike modern notions of canon, the parrcan bout t e 

d more a seemed less about conveying all-purpose excellence an .
1 
·rations, 

f b ·ng msp ' function each of the five works served in the way o ei N ·sadhrya 
5 

guides, and successful measures of the genre's potential. ~h~ ;~del that 
canonical claim, it seems, rested largely on its being an artistiC d practice. 
represents a decisive development in literary consciousness. an ]Jines of I h 

· dit1ona t A t ough not necessarily a model poem along the tra less was a 
alankaraiastra calculations about ideal mahakavya, it n~verthestandards· 
the center of interplaying interests involved in fixing hteraryh entunes 1 

· · · . 1 ffteent c f 'ts A ongside Its canomzatzon in the fourteenth anc I ieS o I 
h 

._ d t rnernor he wast e emergence of remarkable narratives attac,Ie 0 h e oft 
· · . · ·Idle P as 6 creat10n, transmission, and reception. During this rmc . chapter ' 

Na~adhiya' s history as a subject of critical analysis, as I argue ; perfor~ 
documents that one might label biographical in nature emerge ,:~auzati00 
the tasks of literary criticism and literary-historical conte 

1 
cornrneo· 

that Were ill-suited to the purposes and structures oft he form\ako!a a ad 
tary. Works like Rajasekharasuri's fourteenth-century Prabandfthe rnor.e V

'd - t'' f·f h · h d orne 0 s1· I yapa Is I teent -century Purusapariksa estabhs e s h e qtza 
. . n- T es . J1 memorable legends of the poet Srihar~a and the Nai?awuya. _ tradit1° h

. t · I · · · dluya rY IS onca narratives simultaneously provided the Nm$a f ]itera 
with an aura of historicity while also pointing to new form's 0 aluative 

· . . . - ,_ tra s ev' of awareness and cnbCism outside of the realm of alankarasas efaces 
paradigms. These works often built on details found in the ~: ated the 
Sanskrit commentaries, which extended, amplified, and cornP IC rnentar· t

' If h' th the corn e!l poe s se - Istory of authorship and text creation. Bo late eV 

· d th I d k' 1. extrapo ' ·thi!l Ies an e egen -ma mg narrative works sougnt .to details WI 
more than the poet told us, fusing the poem's self-dehvered 
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a literary ·t' 1 an ' -en Ica or hagiographical context. In their accounts, there was 
• attempt t h . . , _ 
Yet a . 0 capture t e Immediacy of Snhar~a as a "new" poet and 
th .' n Impulse to distance him and the Nai?adhiya from the immediacy of 

eJr own h. t . l . 
Ce . IS onca Circumstances, conferring upon the poet and text a rtam" . 
b k umversal" effect. Their critical temperament reflected their gaze 
th1

c fiat the past but also the continuity between their understanding and 
:, rames built into and perceived by the text itself. 

~' . so developing during this middle phase was the notion that the 
•vazsadh- h 
tuai 

1~a ~ug t to be understood as a product of and a code for spiri-

r d 
realizatiOn, a strategy that required an intuitive identification of the 

ea erw'th h 
alle 1 t e text. Indeed, as I presented in chapter 5, an undercurrent of 
in ~ory runs through the Nai?adhiya's reception from the beginning, first 

spired by the poet himself and taken up in the thirteenth century by the 

Cconunentator Candupandita and then again by Narayana in the sixteenth 
ent . · · · · · · 

arr ury, It Was only in the twentieth century, however, that a full textual 
[; ICtdation of this aspect of its history found voice in printed sources 
rom tr d' . 

E a Itrons of allegorical reading in contemporary Andhra Pradesh. 
t~oteric readings of the Nai?adhiya coexisted with scholastic treatments 
1'he Poem received for much of its history after the sixteenth century. 
th e dramatic and inconsistent reversals of taste and critical appraisals 

at marked its history from the thirteenth to twentieth centuries dem­
~~s~rate the changes that aesthetic ideologies undergo within different 
h' VJronments of literary reception. These shifts also, however, serve to 

Jghlight the historical process at large for canonical texts with a long 
receptio h' · · dl- t d' t" n Jstory: one cannot clearly map a contmuous Naz?a uya ra J-
. Jon along a linear path of development nor can one assert that the chang­
Ing features of that tradition are disconnected sets of new beginnings. 

th:his U~predictability becomes especially evident when we ~onsider 
t' Ways In which this particular Sanskrit poem served a crucial func­
£ 

1011 
in the burgeoning literary cultures of South Asia's regions after the 

i;u.rteenth century. Along with translations of the poem's language and 
s. Ideas was the wholesale transference of the Nai?adhiya's prestige and 

PnviJege. As individual commentators enjoyed the benefits conferred 
~Pan them (such as, for example, the title of mahiimahopadhyiiya) for writ­
. ng a Nai?adhiya commentary, the reception of translations of the poem 
: ~ocalliterary contexts, r explained in chapter 7, also appropriated the 

ai?adhiya's symbolic capital. Thus, for instance, Srinatha's Nai$adhamu 
;~s, like its inspiration, an integral part of a "five classics" model in 
e ugu culture, as was Ativirarama PaiJ~iyar's sixteenth-century Naitatam 

(11 

~1 
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for Tamil literature. Both the translations themselves and the critical 
cultures within which they resided, therefore, carried on the legacy of 
the Nai$adhiya in the regions of South Asia. They also, in some measure, 
demythologized the canonical Sanskrit poem; after all, translating the 
text into a regional language signified a turn away from granting the 
Sanskrit author the aura of an irreproducible originality and, therefore, 
untranslatability that he once may have enjoyed. 

The Nai$adh!ya's reception history proves that, over time, it has both 
enjoyed a privileged status as well as endured turbulent waves of criti­
cism. Critics and commentators throughout the past eight centuries 
have been ambivalent about the poem-profusely honoring or deriding it, 
at various turns. The lack of consensus about the work has also rendered 
ambivalent its ultimate destiny within the canons of Sanskrit literature; 
however, its status as a classic has never been in doubt perhaps because, 
as Altieri suggests, "most literary texts matter because of the properties 
they hold in tension."' Srlhar~a's was a voice that was not often appre­
ciated by Sanskrit scholars who wrote literary histories in the early 
twentieth century. Still, it often appeared that premodern and modern 
audiences reading the Nai$adiliya were responding to a similar effect the 
poem had on them, and that they were only at variance in the value they 
ascribed to it. 

THE FUTURE OF STUDYING THE PASTS OF LITERARY 

TEXTS IN SOUTH ASIA 

As a representative of a literary tradition that for centuries was both a 
site of contestation and a celebration of a particular kind of aesthetic and 
intellectual engagement with Sanskrit culture, the Nai;;adlr!ya was an inte­
gral part of what had become a "Nai;;adil!ya effect." My sense is that every 
work of literature that has passed through centuries of critical review and 
institutional use has a life story worth telling and has impressed upon 
generations of audiences a similar kind of effect. Unfortunately, outside 
of perhaps the great Sanskrit epic Riimiiyww, we have very few, if any, 
biographies of South Asian texts. We know very little about their poets, 
their early reading communities, the modes through which they were 
historically read and used, the contexts where they became fixtures, the 
literary offspring they produced, and the emotional power they held or 
still hold for a culture that values them. This book has aimed to be such a 
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biography in hopes that, imperfect though it is, it may serve as one kind 
of model to approach other venerated texts of South Asia. 

Works of literature like the Nai~adhiya that have attracted diverse audi­
ences across centuries will naturally have a distinctive history all their 
own. It is only when we attend to each of these works' specific histories, 
therefore, that we can commence to produce more comprehensive-and 
more interesting-histories of literature that study important works 
through a comparative lens. Histories of South Asian literature have gen­
erally neglected this perspective. A case in point is that two centuries of 
modern scholarship on Sanskrit literature have yet to produce mono­
graphs about the literary traditions of individual Sanskrit works. While 
I chose to make a case study of the Nai~adh!ya, a remarkable example of 
a Sanskrit classic that has had a rich and textured reception history, it is 
clear that other works with a comparable or even older history deserve 
their own studies along these lines. Only then, perhaps, can we begin 
fully to understand how South Asian literary communities received and 
experienced important works. While the texts of formal poetics (the 
alai1karasastra) have provided much valuable information about the recep­
tion of literature among historical audiences in South Asia, other genres 
like the commentary and the biographical prabandha need to be given 
their due in future studies, as does the role that translations and a trans­
lating consciousness played in regional-language adaptations of classical­
language texts. 

As I suggested in the introduction, certain literary critics from the 
past century perceived works like the Nai~adh!ya as finite medieval texts 
that modern readers could respond to but, being sealed off temporally 
and culturally, could not contribute to its further understanding. These 
works, therefore, could only remain, as Dasgupta and De cynically put it 
in a passage I cited earlier, as part of a "cult of style" that once may have 
been popular among "scholars of a traditional type" but could no longer 
speak to the modern temperament.6 The impression that statements like 
this leave is that the diversity of engagements with older works stopped 
at a given point, and modern scholarship, now clearly distinguished from 
the contributions of earlier audiences, superseded a centuries-old liter­
ary tradition in a negative, rather than productive, spirit of criticism. Only 
the paQ\litas who continued to read Sanskrit texts along with their older 
commentaries could thus claim to be the successors of past generations of 
readers. While this may have been the overarching situation in the recent 
past, there seems nothing fixed or inevitable about it in the near future. 
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210 ~CONCLUSION 

Today, scholars of classical South Asian texts-and readers encounter­
ing these works either in the original or in translation-have shown 
that older works are still capable of yielding thought-provoking, if not 
potentially transformative, aesthetic experiences to audiences now sepa­
rated by many centuries from older classics. With a more comprehensive 
understanding of how these works were read in earlier times, it is my 
hope that scholars and general readers of literature in South Asia today 
will come to enrich their own encounter with important works from the 
past. In doing so, perhaps they too will feel compelled to add to a text's 
tradition by offering new perspectives or perhaps reforming-and even 
resisting-earlier ones. 

I 
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APPENDIX 1: SANSKRIT TEXT OF CITATIONS 

FROM COMMENTARIES AND NARRATIVES 

EXCERPTS FROM CHAPTER 2 

1.1 [Anonymous scribe ofVidyadhara's commentary] 

lila-dyotita-gu<;lha-bhava-subhagalankara-vrndanvita I salTlsevya sumano­
varair 
nava- rasa-prollasini sobhana I I citta-secanake nalasya carite baddhas­
padaya 
sada I tika kanti-gut)anvitajayati sa sahitya-vidyadhari I I 

1.2 [Cal).<;lupal).<;lita] 

tikal11 yady api sopapatti-racanal11 vidyadharo nirmame I srihar~asya 
tathapi na tyajati sa gambhiratiilTl bharati I I dik kUlanka-~atiilTl gatair 
jala-dharair udgrhyamiit)al11 muhul:I I paravaram aparam ambu kim iha 
syaj janu-matral11 kvacit I I 

1.3 [Isanadeva] 

ye 'lal!1kiira-vivecane kutukinal:I srihar~a-Sal!1kirtite I kavye 'smin svayam 
eva te vidadhatu prajfia-vilasal11 budhal:I I I tikiilTl vii bahuso vicara-jatilal11 
pasyantu vidya-dharil11 I tad-vacya na vayal!1 hi tasya karat)e prayo na 
jatodyamaJ:I I I satiil!1 mude nai~adha-tippat)al11 maya viracyate saiva­
matanusarit)ii I madhukaril11 samasritya vrttim etad iharjitam maya 
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tapasvina tasmad alarp kavya-vidarp hasai~ I I sarvo' pi kavyam upajivya 
karoti sastra-vyakhyarp guror api maya'nukrta tadeyam I vidvan sa yati 
narakarp khalu ya~ prasiddhyai sviyarp vadan para-krtirp pratibhati Joke I I 

1.4 [Bhavadatta / Bhavadeva] 

asty eva samprati mahakavibhi~ pral).ita I nanartha-bodha-madhura 
vivrtis tv aneka I I te~arp. tad atra tu sama na tatha marnai~a ... vakturp 
sudhir api guru!). anupasya yasya saknoti kificid api naiva rahasyam 
asya. kavye srarno'tra vivrtau kavi-pal).Qitasya rnohaya kintu mama 
sarpprati balakasya ... tathapi balyac capalatvarn uccair atra pravrtto'smi 
vidhaturn etarn I tikarn yathavad vidhuro'pi kavye. balasya kirp krtya­
vidhau vicara~ I I 

1.5 [Mallinatha] 

k~udra-vyakhya-vi~artanarp srihar~a-kavi-sadgirarp I ujjivanaya jivatur 
jiyad e~a maya krta~ I I 
namularplikhyate kificin nanapek~itam ucyate I ihanvaya-mukhenaiva 
sarvarp vyakhyayate maya I I 

1.6 [ Caritravardhana] 

srihar~air yamaka-muraja-sarvatobhadra-pramukhan bandhan 
arthapu~tikaran anadrtyartha-pu~tikaro 'nuprasabhidha-sabdalankara~ 
praya~ prayuyaje. 

1. 7 [Sr!dharasuri] 

visvesvarakhya-dvija-purpgavena sarvajfia-sarpjfiena tatha 'parel).a I 
vyakhyatam etat khalu nai~adhiyarp kavyarp vibhinnartharn avistarel).a I I 
karomi taccakaravarp kari~ye kavyarp rasa-syandi mano 'nukulam I 
tathapi lokii "drta-nai~adhiya-kavyartham udbodhayiturp yati~ye I I 
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1.8 [Sridharasuri] 

veda-vyakarm;asraya~ sukavita-vedanta-tarka-smrti-cchando 'lafTlkrti­
kavya-nataka-pural)amnaya-saivafTlbudhi~ I jyotis-tantra-sumantra­
niti-bharata-sri-yoga-vaidyangabhu~ vidya-sridhara-pal)qito vijayate 
srimarkibhattanvaye I I 

1.9 [Lak~mal}abhatta] 

karomi nai~adha-vyakhyam anya-dr~ta-pathanugam Isanti yady a pi sad­
vyakhya budhanafTl nai~adhe satam. tathapy amu~ya vaidagdhiiTl kecid 
vijfiatum isate I I 

1.10 [Ramacandra Se~a] 

salila-kri9aya avarl)ane' pi na mahakavyatva-bhanga-prasanga~ ... 
nyunam apy atra yai~ kaiscid angai~ kavyafTl na du~yatity uktatvat. 

1.11 [Jinaraja] 

evam -vidha~ j ina -matonnati-karaka~ samasta-tarka -vyakaral)a­
cchando 'lankara-kosa kavyadi-vividha-sastra-paril)o nai~adhiya-kavya­
safTlbandhi jinarajivrtty ady aneka-navina-grantha-vidhayaka}:l. 

1.12 [Premacandra] 

anyasu bhava-bahulasu sadarthikasu tikasu ced iha bhaved viphala}:l 
prayasa~ I sadbhis tathapi mrdu-bodha-vibodhanarthafTl jatodyamo 

'ham iha mat prati navabudhyai I I 

1.13 [Haridasa Siddhantavagisa] 

pracinam analankrtiiTl gata-rasafTl lupta-sriyaiTl durgama nirbhavaiTl 
viguryafTl vise~a-vikalafTl t(kavalifTl varjayan I navyafTl bhavyatamafTl 

nitanta-sugamaiTl salankrtiiTl tikam imam I I 
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1.14 [Srlnatha] 

pral).amya maulina vandyan sampradaya-vida~l sata\:1 I tyajyarp. tyajyam 
asad-vakyarp. sad-alpam a pi likhyate I I ye sad-artham <~ananto vrtha­
vacana-vistarai\:1 I dii~ayanti kave\:1 kavyarp. dhik tan pal)~lita-manina\:1 I I 
yadi kharp. karato gatva sindhor upari kayati I tat kim sa vetti gambhiryam 
ratnani ca tadasaye I I 

EXCERPTS FROM CHAPTER 3 

1.15 [Vidyadhara] 

a~tau vyakaral).ani tarka-nivaha~1 sahitya-saro nayo vedarthavagati\:1 
pural)a-pathitir yasyanya-sastral).y a pi I nityarp. syu\:1 sphuritartha-dipa­
vihitajiiananvakaral).y asau vyakhyaturp. prabhavaty amurp. suvi~amarp. 
sargarp. sudhi\:1 kovida\:1 I I 

1.16 [Narahari] 

na mama mati-vilaso vasanabhyasa-jo va I I vividha-bahu-nibandha­
skandha-sarp.vahanarp. va I I taralayati mano me kevalarp nai~adhiyarp. I 
caritam akhila-loka-slokaniyarp. kaves ca I I samutsahe gu9ha-rasartha­
sararp. vigahiturp. kavyam idarp. ja~io 'pi I ajata-danta a pi khal).9a-golarp. 
kutuhalad akalayanti bala}:l I 1 pramadasaktyader iha mahati garp.bhira­
gahane sa tam I apy arthanarp. kvacid a pi nibandho 'pi na bhavet I I athapy 
asmad etan na khalu mama do~aya nikhilarp. I samuccetturp. sakta~1 ka iva 
jaladhau ratna-nicayam I I 

1.17 [ Gadadhara] 

kaver asya svarga-prabhu-guru-gariyastara-mate\:1 I pramal).aC chayasu 
prakrtir abhivisramyati muhu\:1 I na me tu vyutpatte~1 paricitir iha 
prayikataya hy ato vyatyase 'pi kvacidapi na vacyo 'smi sudhiya\:1 I I 
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1.18 [Ramacandra Se~a] 

sa brahmi.i caturananab sa bhagavan iso 'pi paficananab sa skandas ca ~ad­
i.inanab sa phaninam i'Sa~1 sahasrananab I yat-padyi.irtha-vise~a-varryana­
vidhau nesab vayarp tatra ke yad-vyakhyayi tathapi kificid akhilarp 
tac-capalarp kevalarp II 

1.19 [Gagabhatta] 

granthe~v etat pare~u pratana-nava-budha-vyakhyayi.inavilanarp 
sabdalarr kara-ko~ad i-ka vi ~aya -para -gran tha -vikh yati -b haj am I 
sloki.inam atra kavye sakala-kavi-kulalankrter asmad-uktau nodbhi.ivyarp 
paunar-uktyarp tvidam akhila-samahara-matrodyatatvat II 

1.20 [Cil).<;lupm:;<;lita on Nai?adhiya 1.1] 

tatas ca sastri.irambhe nirvighnena grantha-sami.iptaye srotfryarp 
mangala-cararyaya si*icara-paripalanaya 'dhikrtabhi~tadidevatabhyo 
namas-karab pratipadyary. sa ca na krtary. yato nalasya puryya-slokatvat 
tat-sarpkirtanad aghaugha-vighattanat kuto vighna-nighnata? tatha 
prthu-sahasri.irjuna-bharata-nala-prabhrtini.irp smararyarp parama­
mangala-hetub ato mangalacararyam apy asti. tatha ca si~tacaro 'pi nala­
damayanti-kirtanarp kali-nasanam iti. ato grantha-karab prathamarp 
nalam eva varryayan mangalacararyam aracayati-

sa nalo nama raja asit. kirpvisi~tab. mahasarp pratapanarp rasiry. tatha 
mahan ujjvalas ca kantya. athava mahair utsavair ujjvalary. etad eva 
mangala-silcanam. kirpbhiltary? sitac-chatritarp kirti-mary<;lalarp yena 
sa tatha. etena kirti-pratapa-kamaniyatanarp nidhanam. yasya kathi.i 
upakhyanani nipiya. pin pane 'sya prayogary. budha vidvarpsab sudham 
api amrtarp silktarp va tatha tena prakarerya na i.idriyante. kirp bhiltasya? 

k~iteb prthivyary rak~iryary palayitury. 
atha ca budhab devil amrtarp nadriyante, tat-katha-sravaryat. etena 

cakravartitvarp mary<;lale silcitam. athava mahasarp rasir iva srisilrya iva 
asit. mahair utsavair va l~jvalary. ujjvalab srngarab pradhi.ino dhiralalita­
nayakatvan nalasya. atha va yasya katha nipiya k~iti-rak~iryo nrpas tatha 
sudharp prthivim api nadriyante. 
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1.21 [Vidyadhara on Nai~adhiya 1.1] 

atra slake 'nuprasa]:I sabdalankara]:I. sudha-kathayor aupamye pratite 
sati sudhan adaratvena kathadhikya-pratipadanad vyatireko 'rthalankaro 
'pi. anyac ca nala-surya-varl)anayo~I prakaral)ika 'prakaral)ikayo]:I Sli~ta­
padopanibandhe sle~alankaro 'pi. suryel)a sahabheda-pratipadanad 
rupakarp. tasmat tila-tal)<,iula-nyayenatra sarpkara iti vidya-dhara­
viracita-sahitya-vidyadharL 

1.22 [Mallinatha on Nai~adhiya 1.1] 

(A) 
atha tatrabhavan srihar~a-kavi]:I kavyarp yasase 'rthakrte vyavahara-vide 
sivetara-k~ataye. sadya]:I paranirvrtaye kanta-sammitatayopade$a-yuje 
ity alarphirika-vacana-pramal)yat kavyasthanaika-sreya]:I-sadhanatvac 
ca kavyalaparps ca varjayed iti tan ni~edhasyasat-kavya-vi~ayatarp pasyan 
nai~adha-khyarp mahakavyarp cikir~us cikiqitartha-vighna-parisamapti­
heto]:I. asir-namaskriya vastu-nirdeso vapi tanmukham ity asir ady any­
atamasya prabandha-mukha-lak~al)atvat katha-nayakasya rajfio nalasya 
itivrta-ruparp mangalarp vastu nirdisati nipiyeti. 

(B) 
nipiyeti. yasya ksiti-raksil)a]:I ksama-palakasya nalasya katham 
upakhyanam. nipiya nitaram asvadya pin svade ktvo lyab-adesa]:I na tu 
pibate]:I na !yap iti prati~edhaditivasambhavat. budhas taj-jfia]:I suras ca 
jfiatr-candrisura budha iti k~irasvamL sudham api tatha yatheyarp katha 
tadvad ity artha]:I nadriyante sudham apek~ya balm manyante iti yavat. 
sitac-chatritarp sitac-chatrarp krtarp sitatapatrikrtam ity artha]:I, tat krtav 
iti l)yantat karmal)i kta]:I. kirti-mary<,falarp yena sal,I mahasarp tejasarp 
rasi]:I ravir iveti bhava]:I. mahai]:I utsavai]:I ujjvala]:I dipyamano nitya­
mahotsava-sality arthal,I. maha uddhava utsava ity amara]:I. sa nala asit. 

(c) 
atra nale mahasarp rasir iti kirti-mal)9ale ca sitac-chattratva-rupasyaropat 
rupakarp kathayas ca sudhapek~aya utkar~at vyatirekas cety anayo]:I 
sarpsr~tiJ:!. taduktarp darpal)e rupakarp rupitaropad vi~aye nirapahnave 
iti. adhikyam upameyasyopamanan nyunata 'thava. vyatireka iti mitho 
'pek~ayaite~arp sthiti]:I sarpsr~tir ucyate iti ca. asmin sarge varpsastharp 
vrttarpjatau tu varpsastham udiritarpjarav iti tallak~al)at. 
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1.23 [Sridhara on Nai$adhiya 1.1] 

atra punya-slokena nala-rupa-visi~ta-vastu-nirdesena nirvighna-grantha­
samaptir ity abhiprayeryaha-sa nala asit ity anvayal;. prthvadinarp. 
smararyam api sakalabhi~ta-hetu!; kirp. puna!; kirtanam iti. kimvisi~to 

nalal;. mahasarp. rasil; pratapanam asrayal;. yadva-mahasarp. tejasarp. 

rasil; surya iva sthital;. luptopama luptotprek~a va. etena sa eva tejasvi 
suryavat nanya iti vyangyam. sa kal;. 

yadva arthantararyi brumal; budha vivekinal; k~iti-rak~iryo bhu­
palal; yasya kathiil; nipiya sudharp. vasudham api tatha nadriyante atra 
vasudha-sabdena varrya-cyuti-nyayena va-kara-lopo dra~tavyal;. uktafi 

ca cu<,iamaryau-ananta-sayanas-santal; k~irambho-nidhi-madhya-gal;. 
sankha-cakra-gada-padma-dhari-pathir upasyatam iti atra stri-varrya­

lopal; stri-patir iti padarp. tathatrapiti asya katharp. srutva rajanal; bhuvo 

guryarp. jananto 'pi vasudham avamatya svayarp. vasudha-rak~itvarp. 

tyajantity anenasya maha-puru~atvarp. dyotitam. 
athava k~itirp. dhararyena rak~antiti k~iti-rak~iryal; kula-parvata dig­

gajendras ca grhyante te 'pi sudharp. su~thu dhanarp. dhararyarp. tam 
api tatha nadriyante nalas tv anayasena bhuvarp. bibharti parantu 

paramayasa ity atmano dhararyarp. nindanti:ty arthal; anena saurya­

dhairyadayo gurya varryital;. k~iti-rak~i-sabdena ananto vapi grhyante 

tal-linga-samavayat k~iti-rak~iryo nagal; te sudharp. k~iram api tatha 

nadriyante. piyu~a-k~irayos sudha ity abhidhana-ratna-kosal;. asya katha­
rasa-sravaryat te~am aharecchapi na bhavatity anenasya isvararp.satvam 

ankuritarp. nagarp. isvara-priya-hiireccha-rahitas tam evesvararp. sevanta 
iti prasiddhel;. 

athava yasya k~iti-rak~iryal; katha nipiya budha vibudha deval; sudham 
a pi tatha nadriyante atra varrya-cyuti-nyayal; eleva a pi yatkatham akarryya 

sudhayapi kim iti tam avadhirayantity anenasya maha-bhagyatvadayo 

dad ita mahasi svamahimni jvalati prakasata iti mahojvalal; paramatma 

sa kasmin prati~thital; mahasarp. tejasarp. rasil; koti-surya-sankasarp. 

ravi-tejomayatvat evarp.-bhutas sa paramatmana nalo 'bhut abhangura­

svarupasya tatvarp. yuktanarp. vi~ryul; prthivi-patir iti vacanac ca siddham 

matsya-kurma-varahady avatara-vise~erya k~iti-rak~iryo yasya katham 

avatara-katham iti anyat samanarp.. 

yadva nalo nama mahasarp. rasil; surya asit niliyata iti nalo mahob­

his tejobhir jvalati bhasata iti mahojvalal; sahasra-kiraryatvat adityaj 

jayate vr~ter annarp. tatal; prajal; ity etad va rak~iryo bhu-loka-sthasya 

prar;ivrndasya rak~iryal; mafical; krosantity ukte yatha mafica-sthal; 

puru~a lak~y<mte tatha atra apiti. adityo va e~a etan-mary<,ialam (??) 
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(anta)tapat(ir?)ily adina veda vaglyamiiDiid iti sitac-chatravad acarat 
kirti-yuktaryt mal).c,ialaryt yasyeti vigraha~1 anena surya-rupaka-cchalena 
mangalika 'rtha 'bhihital). athava mahajvala mahesal) nala nama mahesa 
'bhut kala-kuta-grahal).iidina jagad-rak~il).al) chatra-sabdat tat-karatity 
adinananta(?). ni~tha-sitena gul).ena chatritaryt mal).c,iall-krtaryt kirtinaryt 
mal).c,ialaryt samuha yena. 

athava mahe kantanaryt krlc,fatsave t0jvalal) smgara-sarvasva-bhutal) 
candra lak~yate nala nama candra 'bhi:it yaduktarp maha-kavina 
kalidasena-dilipa iti rajendur indul) k~ira-nidhaviva (??) iti mahal) 
prakasal) sad-rupa-tejal) (?) sarvatma-sukti~u iti durga-tantre (?) 
'bhihitatvat mahasaryt prakasanaryt sad-rupasya vii rasir nidhil) tasya 
sakalena adh!Satvac ca k~iti-rak~il).a jagad-ananda-karasya kala tatha 
vrtti-rupa tat-panecchaya devas sudham api tatha satyam avadhlrayati 
tatheti satyardhe sitac-chatravad acarantiti klrtir eva mal).c,ialaryt evam 
asya Sfl).giiramrtam yasya prabandhasyabhimata 'bhihita 'sya kavyasya 
k~ama-k~amatvad atraiva slake anye 'pi bahavo 'rthas sambhavanti te 
grantha-gaurava-bhayan na kathyante. 

1.24 [Naraym;a's preface to Nai?adhiya 1.1] 

cikir~itasya granthasya nirvighna-samaptyartharyt si~tacara-paripraptam 
asir namas-kriya vastu-nirdesa vapi tanmukham iti mangalacaral).aryt 
kartavyam iti grantha-krc-chrihar~a-nama kavir guc;lharyt sabija­
raghunathabhi~ta-devata-namaskara-ruparyt mangalam acarati. anye tu 
'visi~ta-vastunirdesa-lak~al).aryt mangalam ity iihul;. 

1.25 [Cal).c;iupm;c;lita on Nai$adlziya 6.51] 

tau damayanti-nalau mithal) paraspararyt tathyaryt satyam eviibadhyaryt 
pari~asvajate. kva-alingitalika-paras-pariinta alingitaryt yad-alikaryt 
paraspararyt tasyantal; madhye. alikalingana-madhye satyam iilinganaryt 
jatam. athava iilingitalika-paras-param antascittaryt yat-pari~vange iti 
kriya-vise~al).al) tathya vise~al).al) vii. grhltallka-bhaimi-cittena nalena 
satya-bhaimi alingita. alika-nalavi~ta-cittaya bhaimya ca satya-nala 
alingital). atra hetu-garbharyt vise~al).am. kiryt kurval).au-anyanyam any­
atravat anya-pradese sthitav iva ik~amiil).au vilokayantau. kva-paras­
parel).a adhyu~ite'py asrite'pi dese. ekatra sthitiiv a pi satyiiv api tau. 
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yatha nityarp bhrantya mithyaliti.ganam anubhavatai) tathaivatmanarp 
bhrantyaliti.gitarp manyete sma. pararp bhrantir a pi yasmat bhranti-kale 
satyeva bhavati. yatha svapnai) svapna-vyavahara-kale satyarp pascat 
badhyo bhavati, tathalikaliti.ganam api tat-kale satyarp pascat badhyam. 
yatha ca sukti-rajatarp tat-kale satyarp pascat badhyam. param ayarp 
vise~ai). bhrantya drsyamanasya sukti-rajatader ldr~arp bhayarp bhavati, 
yad idarp k~al).ena yadi badhyarp bhavisyati tada mama rajata-praptir na 
bhavisyati. atra tu satyaliti.gane 'pi bhrantyaliti.gana-sadr~I pratltir jfiata. 

atra vadinarp vipratipattii). sat- khyati-vadl sati.khyai). bhrantau sukti­
mastake yad-rajatarp khyati pratibhasate tat sadeva kvapi vidyamanam 
eva. asat-khyati-vad! bauddhai). sunya-vad! madhyamikai). asad eva 
sunyarp rajatarp bhrantya khyati. anyatha-khyati-vadl naiyayiko bhattas 
ca. anyatha vartamanarp rajatarp bhranti-dosa-vasat purovarti-dese 
sukti-mastake anyatha khyati. yatas tasya mate abhavo 'pi bhavatmakai). 
iha bhu-tale ghato nasti ity ukte ghatabhavo nama bhutale na tu 
sarvathabhavai). tatha idarp rajatam ity arthai). bhrantau nedarp rajatam 
ity anena badhaka-jfianena anyathabhavamatrarp badhyate na tu raja­
tam. tatha anirvacaniya-khyati-vadi vedanti. idarp rajatarp san na bhavati 
badhyatvat. tatha asadapi na bhavati. 

prat!yamanatvat. tatha sad-asad api na bhavati bhavabhavayoi) 
paraspararp virodhat. na ca sad-asadbhyam aparai) prakaro 'sti. tasmat 
kena pi prakarel).a nirvaktum asakyatvat anirvacaniyarp rajatarp khyati. 
akhyati-vadinai) prabhakaral;. idarp rajatarp na khyati na pratibhasikarp 
bhati. kirptu satyam eva, yad ete grahal).a-smaral).a-vijfiane satye. tatha 
hi val).ig-vithyadau kanta-kati.kal).iidau ca grhitarp sat cakacikyadi-sveta­
bhaskaratvadi-sadrsyat purvanubhava-sarpskarodbodhe sati sukti­
mastake tad eva rajatarp smrtam. tato dvayam a pi satyam. idarp purovarti 
satyarp rajatam. purvanubhavat smrtarp tad api satyam. ayarp ca slokai) 
prabhakarabhiprayel).a kavina krtai). 

anyonyam anyatravad Ik~amal).au tau damayanti-nalau mithai) 
paras-pararp tathyarp parisasvajate. kva-aliti.gitasya alikasya paras­
parasya antar-madhye. yal loke sarppratipannam idarp paras-pararp 
mithunam alikaliti.gitarp tasmin tathyarp paras-param aliti.gitarp bab­
huva. yad aropitarupel).a paras-parel).a adhyusite 'pi puro-vartini dese 
anyonyarp janantau. ayam arthai)-tat purvam anyatra dese nalena 
kvapi satyaliti.ganam anubhutarp grhitam. damayantya ca sakhibhii) 
sahaliti.ganam anubhava-grhitam. tad evedam adhyusita-dese smrtam. ato 
'nyonyaliti.gana-grahal).a-jfianarp smaral}a-jfianarp cobhayam api tathyam 
eva, na tu mithya. atas tathyo mithai) parisvati.gai) smarat:~a-jfianasya 
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abadhitatvat iti mimarpsakaika -desinarp prabhakarat)am asayal;. 
a to' nyonya-paras-para-mitha I; -sabda nama pa una r-uktyam. an yon ya -sabda 
ekal; purvanubhutasle~a-vad. a para!; paras-para-sabda~1 puro-vartini dese 
smarat)a-jfiana-vacakal;. trtiyal; apara-vadinarp sarppratipannam a!Ikatarp 
bhranti-sarpjfiam anudya grahat)a-smarat)a-jfianayor ekatra melakal;. 
caturtho mithal;-sabdal; prabhakara-siddhanta-siddharp pratijfiarp 
pratipadayati. atal; sarva-prakaret)a tathyarp mithas tau parisasvajate. 

EXCERPTS FROM CHAPTER 4 

1.26 [Gagabhatta's Riikiigama 1.2] 

atra pratapavali-kirti-mat)c;laloddesena su vart)a-dat)c;laika­
sitatapatritatvarp vidheyarp tac ca samasantargatam. na ceha vidheyasya 
kriya-vise~at)atvat samasenetara-vise~at)atvenavagatasya kriya­
vise~at)atvanupapattir du~akata-bijam ... 

1.27 [Gadadhara on Nai~adhiya 1.1 and 1.2] 

(A) 
prathamatas casya kavel; kavyam idarp nirmatum icchatal;-ko 'atrajagati 
tatha-vidhal; khalu dhira-lalita~l k~iti-patir abhud yam aham iha jita­
sudha-rasa-katharp katha-nayakarp karomiti. bhuyas cirarp cintayatal; 
samyag upasitasya cintamat)i-mantrasya prasadad ya~1 kila 'rtho 'ntal; 
prasphurat sa eva nipiyetyadav adima-sloke bahir upanibaddhal;. yo 'yam 
evarpgut)a-gat)alankrtal; krta-yuge nalo nama k~iti-patir asit tam aham 
iha kathayarp nayaka-pade 'bhi~ek~yamiti catra tatparyarthal;. 

(B) 
rasail; kathetyadau dvitiya-sloke tu vastu-nirdesa-rupataya tam 
evartharp bhangya kavir ayam anuktavan ... kecit tu prathama-slokam 
eva vastu-nirdesa-pratipadakam ahur dvitiyarp tu pathantaram. mukha­
rupasya purva-slokasyaikarthatvena pratimukha-rupataya cumbanac 
cumbako 'yam ity apare. tac ca pathantara eva samavisatiti tenaiva tat­
karyam avapyate. atra pak~e ca bhu-pala-paryayasya k~iti-rak~il')a iti 
vidheya-padasyottarardhe nirdeso yuktal;. yasya katharp nipiya budhas 
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tatha sudham a pi nadriyante sa tatha-vidhal) khalu nalo nama k~iti-patil) 
purvam asid iti. katha-vastu-nirdeso hi vise~aryasya vidheyatvam. 

(c) 
namnas tv anudyatvam eva yatha purarye suratho nama raja kavye 
himalaya nama nagadhirajo 'sti Joke 'pi kampilye nagare vi~ryusarma 
nama brahmaryo babhuva ity adi. atraiva ca dvitiya-sloke nalo nama 
rasa-janir abhud iti. nalasyaiva tv atra vidheyatve vastu-nirdesatvarp 
vimrsyamanam asamafijasam iva syat. yatha katharpcit pada-sam­
baddhena vidheyanudya-krama-yuktim apadyamane tu prathamata 
eva kli~ta-kalpana khalv ativodvega-janani bhavet. prathama-sloke 
vidheyanudya vaisadrsyarp budhanarp sudhayam anadara-hetor 
anupadanan nirhetutvarp ca du~aryam asankamanal) kavir ayarp 
tasyaivartharp dvitiya-sloke pathantarapadesena sa-yuktikarp krtva 
pratyapipadat. evarp ca srimata 'nena nijasya kavi-karmaryal) khalu 
prau~hil) pradarsita. anyatha kavir ayarp sarvajfial) sad-vastu-nirdesa­
pararp saguryarp nirdo~arp catraikam eva slokarp kirp na vidadhyat. iti 
maya yatha-srutarp yatha-mati ca vyakhyatam. nijarp rahasyarp tu kavir 
eva veda. vyakhyana-vise~arp tu sahrdaya iti. 

1.28 [Narayal)a on 22.82] 

tasmad ativyaptyadi-do~ad vyakararya-mUla eva loka-prayoga iti niyamo 
na yuktal). lak~yam uddisya lak~arya-pravrttil) na tu lak~aryam uddisya 
lak~ya-pravrttir iti. tasmat prayoga-mularp vyakararyam iti vyakaral)al 
loka eva prayoge baliyan iti bhaval). 

1.29 [Vidyadhara's preface to 1.1] 

nanu mahabharate nalopakhyanasyaiva vaktum ucitatvat 
srihar~eryopakhyanaikadese kavya-visrantil) katharp krta. sakala­
nalopakhyanasyaiva vaktum ucitatvat. satyam. kavyarp hi sahrdaya­
hrdayanam avarjakarp bhavati. hrdayavarjakarp ca kavyarp sva-rasena 
kriyate. tatra ca punar aitihye eka-dese sarasatvarp drsyate. tatraivanenapi 
visrantil) krteti bhaval). 
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1.30 [Narayal)a on 22.148] 

ananda-padena tu~taye 'stu ity asi~a ca grantha-samapti'11 dyota­
yati. mahabharatadau van;itasyapy uttara-nala-caritrasya nirasatvan 
nayakanudaya-van;anena rasa-bhanga-sad-bhavac ca kavyasya ca 
sahrdayahladana-phalatvac catrottara-caritra111 srihar~eQa na varrJitam 
ity adijf\atavyam. 

EXCERPTS FROM CHAPTER 5 

1.31 [Narayal)a on 13.3] 

yasya raQa-sril; senacari-bhavantau sainikau bhavantau yav ibhanana­
danavari gaQesa-narayaQau tayor vasenadhi~thanena krtva janita krta 
asurabhir daitya-bhaya111 yaya. asurebhyo devana111 ya bhi~ tasya irarJa'11 
k~epaQa'11 ten a ya sri~ sa yasya janiteti va. 

1.32 [Narayal)a on 13.17] 

chaya riti~ loka-paripalanam ity artha iti va. asyeva jagat-palana111 ko 'pi 
na karotity arthab. 

1.33 [Narayal)a on 13.26] 

mat-sandehad ena111 bhaimi bhajed iti nala-bhrantib. nala-sa111dehan 
ma111 bhajed iti varuna-bhrantih. varuna-vaci-sabda-sadbhavac chlesa-. . . . 
vakroktyadi-jf\ana-catura bhaimi varuQa'11 na vari~yatiti niscayena nala-
bhrama-nasab. nale 'nurakta bhaimi mat-pratipadaka-sabda-sadbhavan 
ma111 na vari~yatiti niscayena varuQa-bhrama-nasa iti va. 

1.34 [Narayal)a on 14.88] 

ha-kara-rephayor uccaraQartha111 yad akara-dvaya111 tad-rahita111 "hra" 
iti vyaf\jana-matra-ha-kara-repha-mayam ity artha~. tatha sendu111 
i ca indus ca tabhya111 saha vartamanam. i-kareQa ardha-candrerJa ca 
yuktam. tatha-sakala111 kala anusvaras tat sahitam hri111-kara-rupam 
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ity arthai) ... asmifi chloke tihintara-krto bahunarp saiva-vai~l').avadi 
mantral').am uddharo vijfieyai). atra grantha-vistara-bhiya ka~ta­
kalpanaya ca noktai). 

1.35 [Narayarya on 1.117] 

atha ca vistaratvat samudra-tulye vinasitvat palvala-tulye sarire 
vicarantarp harpsarp paramatmanarp kascid yogi pasyati. rirarpsur harps! 
saktii) tasyai) kala-nade sadararp. hirarymayatvarp hiral').mayai) puru~ai) 
(Chandogya 6.6) iti srute~l. 

1.36 [Narayarya on 3.34] 

yatha muner yogino manaso vrttir vyaparai) svikayarp tanau carantarp 
sadbhir manv adibhir nitararp hitarp dhyatam ... sadbhyo va tebhya eva 
nitararp hitam i~tarp harpsarp paramatmanam adara-yuktena atisayena 
abhiprayel').a grahitukama sati niscalatarp prapnoti. 

1.37 [Cary<;lupary<;lita on 3.34] 

yatha manaso vrttir mano-vyaparai) svakiya-tanau sarire sannihitam 
antas carantarp harpsam atmanam adara-yuktena asayena antai)kararyena 
grahitukamajfiatum icchur niscalatarp dhyana-paratarpjagahe. 

(A) 

EXCERPTS FROM CHAPTER 6 

1.38 [ Cary<;lupary<;lita 1.1 (preface)] 

prathamarp tavat kavir vij igi~u kathayarp svapitr-paribhavukam 
udayanam atyamaqaryataya katak~ayarps tad-grantha-granthin 
udgrathithayiturp khary9anarp praripsus caturvidha-puru~arthair 

abhimanam anavadhiyamanam avadhirya manasam ekatanam 
aninaya. tatha ca srivaral').asyarp mukti-k~etre 'nubhuta-parabrahma­
svarupe ganga-dadanadina dharma-karma-madhya-madhyasino 
dr~ti-purai)sthita-svayatta-meru-sikhara-sama-sauvarl').a-ni~ka-rasi­

dar5anena vasikrtartha-puru~arthai) krtarthai). 
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(B) 
~o~asa-vaqabhir yauvanvatibhir apurva-lavaryya-sampattibhil) 
snanodvartana -bhoj an ad y u pacara-ca turabhi l) pra madab hil) 
paricaryamaryataya kinkari-krta-kama-puru~arthal), evarp caturbhir api 
puru~arthair anak~ipta-hrdayataya grantharp nirmaya tad-granthan 
khary~ayan yuktibhil) khary~asal) khary~itavan. 

(c) 
tatra ca karkasa-tarkodarkatvac chrngaradi-rasa-pradhananam 
aparito~arp. sambhavya tad-avarjanaya rasa-pradhanarp kavyam idarp. 
cakara. 

1.39 [Gadadhara 1.1 (preface)] 

vararyasyam govindacandro nama raja babhuva. yatha 'stindro 
'maravatyam. tasya sabhayarp bahaval) pary~ita babhuvul). mary~ital) 
sad-guryaughena. te~u ca sarve~u srihar~al) par~an-mary~anam. yal) 
kila krtavan khary~anam ... tarp. ca yathavasaram anusarantarp. nrpa­
sarpsadam a pare matsaril)a~l prathamopagatal) sahitya-rasala-taru-vanarp. 
manyal) paraspara "sya vik~a-pura~1saram upahasanti sma prativasararp. 
sarpprapto 'yam tarka-sami-taru-rupa-sannivesal) sak~an marur eva de$a 
iti. ekada tu sahasopasthitena tena te lingair ullingital) svam anusandhaya 
dhyayantal) kimapi visadrsarp gu~ham. pr~tas ca kascana tat-samipa-varti 
svaptal) kim ete~arp. du~tadinam idrsa-vice~titam iti. kathitarp. catena tat­
sarvarp tasmai yathavad anupurvya. atha 'sau vidvan abhimanavan kilai­
tat kimapi srngara-rasa-dhama nala-carita-nama samudravad anavyarp. 
mahakavyarp vinirmaya nyavedayat tasmai nrpaya pratyak~a-devaya. 
tatas ca vidvan e~a vise~a-vidu~as tasmat suprasannat tarka-vedi~v 
ekarp sahitya-vedi~v ekam iti sabahumanam asana-dvayarp. labhate sma. 
tambUla-dvayarp ca kavi-pal)~ita iti ca namantararplebhe. 

1.40 [Rajasekharasuri (from the I-Iar$akaviprabandha)] 

purvasyarp varal)asyarp. puri govindacandro nama raja ... tat-putro 
jayantacandral). tasmai rajyarp. dattva pita yogarp. prapadya para-lokam 
asadhayat ... tasya rajfio bahavo vidvarp.sal). tatraiko hira nama vipral). tasya 
nandanal) prajfia-cakravarti srihar~al). so 'dyapi balavasthal). sabhayarp. 
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rajakiyenaikena par;<;fitena vadina hiro raja-samak~aJTI jitva mudrita­
vadanal; krtal;. lajja-panke magna!;. vairaJTI babhara dharalam. mrtyu­
kale har~aJTI sa babha~e. vatsa amukena paQ.<;iitenaham ahatya raja-dr~tau 
jital;. tan me dul;kham. yadi sat-putro 'si tada taJTI jayel; k~mapa-sadasi. 
srihar~er;oktam om iti. hiro dyaJTI gatal;. srihar~as tu kutumba-bharam 
apta-dayade~v aropya videsaJTI gatva vividhacarya-padve 'cirat 
tarkalaiJ.kara-gita-gar;ita-jyoti~a-cii<;iamar;i-mantra-vyakarar;adil; sarva 
vidyab sasphural; prajagraha. ganga-tire suguru-dattaJTI cintamar;i­
mantraJTI var~am apramattal; sadhayamasa. pratyak~a tripura 'bhiit. 
amoghadesatvadi varaptil;. tadadi raja-go~thi~u bhramati. alaukikollekha­
sikharitaJTI jalpaJTI karoti yaJTI ko 'pi na budhyate. tato 'tividyaya 'pi 
lokagocara-bhiitaya khinnal; punar bharatiJTI pratyak~ikrtyabhar;at. 
matal; atiprajna 'pi do~aya me jata. budhyamana-vacanaJTI maJTI kuru. tato 
devyoktam. tarhi madhya-ratre 'mbhal; klinne sirasi dadhi piba. pascat 
svapihi. kaphaJTisavataraj ja<;iata-lesam apnuhi. tathaiva krtam. bodhya­
vag as it. khar;<;ianadi-granthan paral;satan jagranthal;. krta-krtyibhiiya 
kasim ayasit. nagara-tate sthital;. jayantacandram ajijfiapat. 

1.41 [Rajasekharasuri (verse from the Har~akaviprabandha)] 

sahitye sukumara-vastuni dr<;iha-nyaya-graha-granthile tarke va mayi 
SaJTIVidhatari samaJTiliiayate bharati I sayya vastu mrduttara-cchadavati 
darbhankurair astrta bhiimir va hrdayail.gamo yadi patis tulya ratir 
yo~itam I I 

1.42 [Rajasekharasuri (from the Har~akaviprabandha)] 

(A) 
ekada muda nrper;oktal;-kavisa vadindra kificit prabandha-ratnaJTI 
kuru. tato nai~adhaJTI mahakavyaJTI baddhaJTI divya-rasaJTI maha-gu<;iha­
vyail.gya-bhara-saram. rajfie daditam. rajfioce-su~thutamam idam. 
pararp kasmiraJTI vraja. tatratya-par;<;iitebhyo dadaya. bharati-haste ca 
munca. bharati ca tatra pithe svayaJTI sak~ad vasati. asatyaJTI prabandhaJTI 
haste nyastam avakara-nikaram iva diire k~ipati. satyaJTI tu miirdha­
dhiina-piirvaJTI su~thy ity iirikaroti. uparital; pu~par;i patanti. srihar~o 
raja-dattartha-niwanna-vipula-samagrikal; kasmiran agamat. sarasvati­
haste pustakaJTI nyasthat. sarasvatya dure k~iptaJTI tat. 
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(B) 
vaidesiko 'ham. na vedmi kimapy ete prakrta-vadinyau brutal;. kevalarp. 
tan sabdan vedmi. rajfioktam-bruhi. tat-krama-stham eva tad-bha~ita­
prati-bha$ita-satam abhihitam anena. raja camatkrtal,l-aho prajfia. aho 
avadharal).a. dasyor vadarp nirl).aya yatha-sambhavarp nigrahanugrahau 
krtva prahitya srihar$am aprcchad raja-kas tvam evarp medhira­
siromal')il,l. srihaqel).oktarp sarvarp kathanakarp svarn. rajan pal).<;lita­
krta-daurjanyat tava pure dul,lkhi ti$tharni. samyak pararnparya-jfio raja 
pal).~litan ahuyavadit-dhinrnu~lhal,l. i<;lrso 'pi ratne na snihyate. 

1.43 [Rajasekharasuri (from the Hariharaprabandha)] 

ratrau sadyo lekhaka-niyogibhir lekhita navina pustika. jirl).a-rajjvakrta 
vasa-nyasena dhusarikrtya mukta. pratal,l pal).~litaya pustika datta. 
grhyatarp tad idarp svarp nai$adharp. grhita pal).~litena pustika. rnantril')a 
nyagadi asmakam a pi kose kilastivedarp sastrarn iti smararna~1. vilokyatarp. 
kosal,l. yavad vilambenaiva kr$tii navina prati~1. yavac chodyate tavan 
nipiya yasya k$iti-rak~il).as katha ityadi nai$adharn udaghati$tam. 

1.44 [Vidyapati (from the Medhavikatha)] 

(A) 
babhuva gau<;la-vi~aye srihaqo nama kavi-pal).<;lital,l. sa ca 
nalacaritabhidhanarp kavyarp krtva tat-kavyarp dar5ayiturp pal).<;lita­
mal).<;lalim uddisya varal')asirp jagama. 

(B) 
rasavan-mana-sarpgrahi gul).alari.kara-sarpyutam I kavinarp yasase 
kavyarp hasyayan yac ca jayate I I agnau parik~yate svarl).arp kavyarp 
sadasi tad-vidi I kirp kaves tena kavyena sadbhir yan nanugarnyatel I 
[Puru$aparik$ii 1.10.2-3] 

(c) 

tatra ca koka-namanarp pal).<;litarp sravayamasa ... srihaqas tu tam 
anugacchan pathati praty aham tad uttararp. kimapi napnoti. ekada 
srihar~el')oktam-arya mahakavye krta-sramo 'ham. tat-parik~artharp 
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tvam uddisya buddhya svadesiya-vatsalyena ca mahato durad agato 
'smi ... bhavan na nindati na cabhinandati. tan-manye karryam eva 
narpayatiti. 

(D) 
koka uvaca-ahal) katham aha111 karryaJ11 narpayami. ki111 tu sampurryaJ11 
srutva sabdarthayor uhapohena sandarbha-suddhiJ11 jfiatva vise~aJ11 
vak~yami. anaya vasanaya na kimapi vacmi. kavyaJ11 tu maya karrye krta111 
manasi dharit<1111 ceti. yadi bhavan na pratyeti tada smotu. 

1.45 [Rajasekharasuri (from the Har~akaviprabandha)] 

atrantare jayantacandrasya padmakara-nama pradhana-naral) sn­
aryahilapattanaJ11 gatal). tatra saras-tate rajaka-k~alitaya111 satikayaJ11 
ketayam iva madhukara-kula111 niliyamanaJ11 dr~tva vismito 'prak~id 
rajakam-yasya yuvater iyaJ11 satJ taJ11 me darsaya. tasya hi mantriryas 
tat-padminitve nirryayastha111 manal). rajakena saya111 tasmai tad-grhaJ11 
nitva tam arpayitva tat-svamini suhavadevi-namni salapati-patni vidhava 
yauvanastha surupa darsita. ta111 kumarapala-raja-parsvad uparodhya 
tad-grhan nitva somanatha-yatraJ11 krtva kasiJ11 gatal). ta111 padminiJ11 
jayantacandra-bhoginiJ11 akarot. suhavadevir iti khyatim agat. sa ca sa-garva 
vidu~iti krtva kalabharatiti pathayati loke. srihar~o 'pi narabharatiti 
pathyate. tasya tan nasa hate sa matsariryi. tvaJ11kal). srihar~al)-kalasarvajfio 
'ham. riijfiya 'bharyi-tarhi mam upanahau paridhapaya. ko bhaval)-yady 
a yam na vedmiti bharyihlJ11 dvijatvat tarhy ajfiary. srihar~eryangikrtam. gato 
nilayam. taru-valkalais tatha tatha parikarmitairy sayaJ11lolak~al) san dura­
sthal) svaminim ajuhavat .... rajanam api tat-krtaJ11 kuce~taJ11jfiapayitva 
khinno ganga-tire sa111nyasam agrahit. 

(A) 

EXCERPTS FROM CHAPTER 7 

1.46 [Mallinatha on 1.14] 

atra prakrtasya parive~asya prati~edhenaprakrtasya kur;C;ialanasya 
sthapanat apahnutir alankaral) ... pracinas tu parive~a-mi~erya surya­
candramasol) kuryC;ialanotprek~aryat sapahnavotprek~a. 
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(B) 
evarp kaitavarp chalarp tasmat bhanoi:J suryasya vidhor api candrasya ca 
kUJ;c,ialanam atiriktata-sucaka-ve~tanam ity arthai:J karoti. adhikak~ara­
varjanartharp lekhakadivad iti bhavai:J. 

1.47 [C1ry~upary~ita on 19.60] 

vayaso hi pratai:J kirp kim iti sabdarp karoti. sa ca prccha-vacakai:J ... tuhl 
tuhl iti sabdarp pratai:J pikai:J karoti. 

1.48 [Mallinatha on 19.60] 

pak~i-prabhrt!nam avyakta-dhvani yasya cetasi yad udeti sa tathaiva 
manai:J-kalpitarp prakasayati. evarp ca kavir ayarp tada kaka-dhvanirp 
kav iti kokila-dhvanirp ca tuhiti kalpayitva kav iti tuhiti ca kaka-kokila­
kujitena purvokta-prasryottaratvam utprek~ate. prabhatarp jatarp 
kakadayai:J pak~iryai:J kujantiti bhavai:J. 

1.49 [Narayarya on 1.118] 

smararjitam kamotpannarp rago 'nuragas tal-Iak~aryo raga-mahlruho 
vrk~as tasyailkurarp bibhratarp yatha-kramarp dharayantam ... balasu 
priyasu cumbanadi-vyaparai:J. 

1.50 [Mallinatha on 2.34] 

tadapi cet kararya-samarthyat trivalaya iti bahuvacana-prayoga-darsane 
sthitarp gati-matrarp na sarvatrikam iti pratimai:J. 



APPENDIX 2: ENCOMIA (PRASASTI) TO SRIHAR~A 

AND THE NAISADHlYA 

2.1 

Playfully broken are the tusks of that mad elephant, 
that group of Carvakas who hold that 
only perception leads to true knowledge. 
The attack is executed by the hands of a lion, 
whose human form is Srihar~a. 
These actions of his are well-known in the world. 1 

2.2 

Glory to Nala, the jewel in the crown of all kings! 
To praise him makes everything auspicious. 
A collection of the pearls of NaJa's fame, 
Srihar~a's elegant poem confers a special delight.2 

2.3 

After adopting a superb path, 
a path untrodden by other poets, 
and initiated by his own pioneering steps, 
the poet Srihar~a-the glorious Haqa­
strides about gloriously.3 

[Varadaraja Pal)gita] 

[Gopinatha Ratha] 

[Gadadhara] 
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2.4 

In technical matters of philosophy, Sarasvatl 

became the Klw~l~iarzaklza~l~iaklziidya. 
In the world of poetry, she became the Nai~adlziya. 
These two works represent the sun and the moon 
and are sung about everywhere. 
Scholars-competitive soldiers-
bent on defeating their rivals, and pushing their own ideas 
on the battlefield of scholarship, adore Srlhar~a 
for his pungent and sweet qualities. 
With the Klzat,J~arzaklza~l~akhadya, he is pungent. 
Sweet he is in the Nai~adlziya.' 

2.5 

It has the syllable Om as its ornament. 
Admired by all the critics, 
its elegant expressions sparkle. 
It is simply beautiful, to the extent that 
its superb sequence of words 
gives pleasure to the goddess of Beauty. 
The delight it gives to the heart lingers long. 
Truly, it serves as a means to accomplish the aims of life. 
Srihar~a's poem is a scripture par excellence. 
Ah, so dear to connoisseurs of poetry, 
how intense is its brilliance!~ 

2.6 

To whose heart does Srihar~a not give pleasure? 
Entertaining through his poetry, 
he is a hill that playfully sways in the waves 
of the nectar of rasa. 
Attractive with his philosophizing, 
he is a craggy mountain churning the sea 

[Gadiidhara] 

[Sridhara] 
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with deeply penetrating arguments, 
a boatman skilled enough to cross the ocean 
of both schools of MimaJ11sa!6 

2.7 

[Ramacandra Se~a] 

Srihar~a, king of poets, has produced an extraordinary composition: 
The stage for her play is the peak of the palace of the learned heart. 
The activity backstage is the fashioning of novel sentiments. 
Her friends are the expressive manifestations of rasa. 
Her skillful acting is the careful use of words. 
Nai~adha-Nala-is the husband she has chosen for herself.7 

[Visvesvara (Gagabha~~a)] 

2.8 

A union of sound and sense, 
elegantly bound up within choice meters, 
is its powerful roots. 
The range of logical arguments 
makes for a beautiful roof of rough siphii branches. 
Srihaqa's expressive words are the flowers, 
and its sole fruit is sp:zgiira, ripe and glistening with lots of rasa. 
What can excel this great medicinal plant?8 

2.9 

Going through inferior poems of other poets 
has led many to mental strain. 
These works aggravate the mind's do~as 
and cause an unhealthy imbalance. 
May the poetry of Srihaqa, 
the lord of the family poets, 
be a rejuvenating medicine! 
Drink it up with your ears! 9 

[Sridhara] 

[ Gagabhanal 
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2.10 

Inference may be said to be 
the primary trope of this poem. It alone shines. 
The poem's rasa is delivered 
both directly and indirectly-and it is superb. 
Figures of speech and rasa make a poem, 
like the combination of milk and nectar. 
It is worthy of being clutched 
by a learned man or god, in a firm embrace. 10 

2.11 

[Gadi.idhara] 

How do I measure the depth of this poem called Nai:;;adhiya? 
It is a palatial abode for limitless meanings, concealed and remote. 
There are many, many radiant jewels in the middle of the earth. 
It is the rare digger who can locate the entire quarry of diamonds. II 

[ Gad,\dhara] 

2.12 

Because of the drops of water flowing fast 
from the streams of the sibling of the Kl!W!\lanak/w~!(lak/u!dya, 
we detect the sprouts of delight by their characteristic flowers, 
well-watered and in bloom, growing without interruption. 
We know that such is the delight of the connoisseur: 
hair standing on end, moistened with rasa that slowly builds. 12 

[Giigiibhanal 



NOTES 

INTRODUCTION 

1. I am thinking of David Smith's work on the Haravijaya and Indira Peterson's book on 
the KirMdrjuniya [David Smith, Ratncikara's Haravijaya: An Introduction to the Sanskrit 
Court Epic (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1985); and Indira Visvanathan Peterson, 
Design and Rhetoric in a Sanskrit Court Epic: The Kirdtcirjuniya ofBMravi (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 2003)]. 

2. See especially the third volume of Ricoeur's Time and Narrative for a discussion of 
the distinction [Paul Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, vol. 1-3, tr. K. McLaughlin and D. 
Pellauer (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984)]. 

3. The poem is also called Nai~adlwcarita or, as I will be calling it from here onward, 
the Nai~adhiya. 

4. Georg BUhler, "Age of Srihar~a," ]BBRAS 10 (1875): 33. 
5. S.N. Dasgupta and S.K. De, History of Sanskrit Literature, vol. 1 (Calcutta: University of 

Calcutta, 1947), 325; 330. 
6. In this regard, colonial-era scholarship on the Nai$adhiya echoes what recent 

scholarship on other Sanskrit works has attempted to address: the often-negative 
valuations stamped on the aesthetic trends of post-Kalidasa poetry. Especially 
relevant in this regard are Yigal Bronner's analysis of the Western bias against 
complex, double-meaning (sle$a) poetry [Yigal Bronner, Extreme Poetry (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2010)] and Lawrence McCrea's article on Magha's 
Sisupdlavadl~et, which aims to redirect the conversation of Magha's aesthetic aims 
away from the perspective of nineteenth- and twentieth-century critics of Sanskrit 
poetry [Lawrence McCrea, "The Conquest of Cool: Theology and Aesthetics 
in Magha's Sisupcilavadha" in Innovations and Turning Points: Toward a History of 
Sanskrit Literature, ed. YigalBronner, David Shulman, and Gary Tubb (Dehli: Oxford 
University Press; forthcoming)]. 

7. In the case of Sanskrit literary culture, pseudepigrapha usually take the form of 
verses falsely attributed to a famous poet that, in most cases, come from the pens 
of later poets attempting to mimic or reproduce the style of the master poet. 

8. While this book focuses on an important literary work's reading communities, a 
separate study could emphasize the visual and performance communities that form 
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around works like the Nai~adiiiya, somewhat along the lines of Philip Lutgendorf's 
exemplary case study of the ways in which the Rcirmiya~w of Tulsidas has been 
received and perpetuated by audiences through performance [Philip Lutgendorf, 
The Life of a Text: Performing the RLimcaritmdnas ofTulsidas (Berkeley and Los Angeles: 
University of California Press, 1995)]. 

9. See especially jauss's essay [Hans Robert Jauss, "Literary History as a Challenge to 
Literary Theory" in Toward an Aesthetic ofl<eccption, tr. Timothy Bahti (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1982)]. Sec also Stephanie Trigg's book on the 
reception history of English poet Geoffrey Chaucer [Stephanie Trigg, Congenial 
Souls: Reading Chatlcer from Medieval to l'ostrnodcrn (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2002)]. 

10. Iser writes about the effect a text has on the reader and the implications it holds 
in critical attitudes toward literature: "Now if the reader and the literary text are 
partners in a process of communication, and if what is communicated is to be of 
any value, our prime concern will no longer be the meaning of the text ... but 
its effect. Herein lies the function of literature, and herein lies the justification for 
approaching literature from a functionalist standpoint" [Wolfgang Iser, "The Act 
of Reading" in Critical Theory Since 1965, ed. H. Adams and L. Searle (Tallahassee: 
Florida State University Press, 1986), 360 ]. See also Iser's book The Implied l(cader 
(1972, trans. 1974) and Fish's collection of essays Is There a Text in This Class (1980). 

11. See section 2.1 of appendix 2 for Sanskrit text. 
12. Kha(l~a-khadya can be translated as "edible pieces" but also may refer to an 

Ayurvedic potion. An unwieldy translation of Kha~!~lanakiia~I\lakii<idya may also 
be something like "a disease-curing tonic (kha~I\la-khiidya) that systematically 
smashes (khw!~ana) the logic of opponents." Another common translation for the 
strange term kha(I~la-khadya is "sweets" or the archaic "sweetmeats." 

13. Formerly known also as Mahodaya, modern Kanauj is located in the center of the 
Indian state of Uttar Pradesh. Kanyakubja was the focal point of several important 
royal dynasties from the seventh century CE and became for several centuries, as 
Stein notes, "the emblem of the cakravartin in northern India" [Burton Stein, A 

History of India (Malden, Mass.: Wiley-Blackwell Press, 1998), 124]. Kanauj, under 
the Gurjara-Pratihara empire (sixth through eleventh centuries), was also a center 
of learning and a home for several important Sanskrit and l'rakrit poets, the most 
well known among them being Riijasekhara Yayavariya in the tenth century. 

14. Though the Gaha<)avala dynasty's founding is attributed to Yasovigraha (1042-

1070 CE) and his son Mahicandra (1071-1089), the first available inscriptions 
only date from the reign of Candradeva (1090-1103), the first Gaha\lavala 
king to establish control over Kanyakubja. Candradeva was followed by his 
son Madanapiila (1104-1113 CE), who was, in turn, briskly succeeded by 
Govindacandra ( 1114-1155 CE), the most successful of the Gaha~lavalas-in terms 
of expanding his empire to include the important places of Ayodhya, Varat.lasi, 
Kusika, and Indrasthaniyaka; repelling the incursions of various rivals, including 
the Palas from the east and the Yamini sultans from the west; and fashioning 
his imperial domain as a center of learning where we know that at least one of 

the most important works of medieval dharmasListra emerged, the legal digest 
(nibandlw) entitled Krtyakalpatam of Govindacandra's minister Lak~midhara. For 
a summary of arguments about Srihaqa's date, see A.N. ]ani, A Critical Stl!dy of 
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Srihar?cl's Nai~adlwcaritam (Baroda: Oriental Institute, 1957), 121-129. Many of 
the details about the history of the Gaha~avala dynasty are drawn from Roma 
Niyogi's work on the subject [Roma Niyogi, The History of the Giiha4aviila Dynasty 
(Calcutta: Calcutta Oriental Book Agency, 1959)]. 

15. Lak~mar.wsena himself is reputed to have been the patron of Sanskrit poets such as 
Umapatidhara, Dhoyi, jayadeva, and Govardhana and of significant projects such 
as the anthology of Sanskrit poetry known as the Saduktikar(liimrta compiled by 
Sridharadasa. Srihar~a is cited as the author of several verses from this anthology, 
the significance of which is discussed in the concluding chapter of this volume. 

16. The most famous of the GahacJavala kings, jayacandra Qayaccandra,jayantacandra)­
often associated with the appellations Jiiichand, jaichand Rai, or the Riii of 
Banaras-is memorialized as the great rival of both the Cahamana king Prthviraja 
and his ultimate vanquisher Muhammad Ghuri in numerous texts from the late 
medieval period. These texts include Vidyapati's Puru$aparik$ii (The Examination 
of the Man) and Jain Sanskrit poet Nayacandrasuri's Rambhiimafljariniitaka in 
the fifteenth century. [Nayacandrasuri, incidentally, compares himself to the 
"immortal Srihar.5a" in his Ramblu'imail.jari, as a poet who can create extraordinary 
poetry (lokottam) that is both graceful in sound and striking in image (liilityarn 

amarasyeha srihar$asyeva vakrima I nayacandrakave!r kiivye dr$tarrlokottararr dvayam 
I/).] Two other works are Firishta's History (Tarikh-i-Firishta) and Cand Bardiii's epic 
Prthvfriija IWso in the seventeenth century. 

17. Niyogi, History of the Galw4aviila Dynasty, 207-208. 

18. For Watve's ideas about Srihar~a·s patron and the connection with Prthviriija, 
see ]ani, Critical Study of Srihar$a's Nai$adhacaritam, 259. The seventeenth-century 
Brajbha~a text Prthvinlja R<'iso provides the most detailed portrait of]ayacandra as it 
not only recounts a romanticized military rivalry between the Gaha~avala king and 
Prthviraja but also provides a detailed account of Prthviraja's secret attendance 
at Sarpyogit<l's svaympvara. According to this narrative, Prthviriija elopes with 
Sarpyogita, reinforcing jayacandra's enmity with Prthviraja and thus making it 
possible for the Yamini sultans to gain hegemony over both their kingdoms. In 
Hindi, therefore, to be called a "jaichand" is to be understood as a traitor to one's 
family or nation. 

19. karkotakasya m'igasya damayantyii!1 nalasya ca rtupar(wsya riijarse~ kirtanarp 
kalindsanam (Maluibhc'imta, Vanaparva (Book Two)]. 

20. V. Narayana Rao and David Shulman, "Nala: The Life of a Story" in Damayanti and 
Nala: The Many Lives of a Story, ed. Susan wadley (New Delhi: Chronicle Books, 
2011). 

21. See note 19. 

22. See section 2.2 of appendix 2 for Sanskrit text. 

1. THE NAI$ADHIYA'S AESTHETIC 

1. See section 2.3 in appendix 2 for Sanskrit text. 
2. One may tentatively compare the mahiikilvya genre to the epyllion ("little epic" 

in Greek) or to literary (or secondary) epics in European languages like Milton's 

Paradise Lost, Spencer's Faerie Queen, or Dante's Inferno. 



/ 

236 <$> l. THE NAI?AVIIiY,\'S AESTHETIC 

3. See Siegfried Lienhard, A History of Classical Poetry: Sanskrit, l'tdi, I'rakrit (Wiesbaden: 
Otto 1-larrassowitz, 1984), 163ff. 

4. David Smith has published a monograph on the poem [David Smith, l~atniikara's 
Haravijaya: An Introduction to the Sanskrit Court Epic (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 
1985)]. 

5. Michael Hahn has worked extensively on this poem [Michael Hahn, "Appendix" in 
Sivasvcimin's Kapphi~tcibhytu!aya or the Exaltation of King Kapphi~w. ed. Gauri Shankar 
(New Delhi: Aditya Prakashan, 1989), i-xxxvi]. 

6. For a good translation and discussion ofDa~t~lin's definition of maht!ktivya, see Indira 
Viswanathan Peterson, Design and Rhetoric in a Sanskrit Court Epic: The Kircitiiljtmiya of 
Bluiravi (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2003), 8ff. 

7. Peterson suggests that these "topics of a mahdktivya are not mere items on a list, 
but coherent, viable arenas of composition for the poet and enjoyment for the 
connoisseur" (Peterson, Design and Rhetoric, 18). Outside of these rather conventional 
contours of the shape Sanskrit poets give to a ma!uiktivya, Sanskrit writers on poetics 
rarely explore in their works the critical issues that contemporary readers consider 
relevant to a fuller appreciation of why certain episodes from the great epics are 
chosen by the poet, what social or political commentary accompanies their choice, 
or if there is a particular literary design that marks the work as a whole. 

8. See E. Ri:ier (ed.), "Nai~adhiyacarita of Srihar~a with Premacandra Tarkavagisa's 
Commentary (Cantos 1-11) and Narayar_1a's Commentary (Cantos 12-22)" in 
Biblioteca Indica (Calcutta: Asiatic Society, 1836-1855), 327. 

9. See G.C.jhala, "The Nai?adhacarita ofSrihar~a-A Linguistic Study," journal of0riema1 
Institute Baroda 22.2 (1973): 157. 

10. K.K. Handiqui, Nai?adlwcarita of Srihar?a: English Translation with Notes, 2nd ed. 
(Poona: Deccan College, 1965), xi-xv. 

11. See section 2.4 in appendix 2 for Sanskrit text. 
12. Srihar~a mentions this in the epilogue verse to the sixth canto (NC 6.113c). The 

compound kha(t\!a-k!uidya could refer to either a sweet dessert or to a medicinal 
tonic used to cure diseases. The word kha~t,ltma has the sense of "smashing" or 
"refuting" something, especially, in Srihar~a·s case, the logic of those with whom 
you disagree. 

13. All citations from the Nai?adhiya are taken from the 1998 edition (with Narayal)a's 
commentary) prepared by Sivadatta Sharma [Sivadatta Sharrna, Nai?ttdhacaritam: 
Srimamuiraya(tatikayci (Lucknow: Uttarapradesa Sat]lskrta Sar]lsthiina, 1998)]. 

14. This is a well-known definition found in numerous Advaita Vedanta texts: 
abhinna-nimittoptidtina-hira~tam brallma. Srihaqa's dialectical strategy in the 
Khatt~anakhatt\!ak!uidya to deconstruct the very bases of epistemological definitions 
through demonstrating their internal contradictions leads to a conclusion that all 
definitions are untenable (sarvtini lak?a~tani armpapamllini) and that Truth is free of 
negatability (biidhitatva), is self-illuminating (svapraktiSa), and is beyond the logical 
flaws intrinsic to all philosophical propositions about Truth. See Stephen Phillips's 
comprehensive work [Classical Indian Metaphysics (Chicago: Open Court, 1995)] and 
Phyllis Granoff's classic study [Philosophy and Argument in Late Vedanta: Srihar~a 's 
Khar,t\lanaklta(t\lak!uidya (Dordrecht, Holland: D. Reidel Publishing Company, 1978)] 
for a thorough discussion of Srihar~a's seminal contribution to the development of 
post-twelfth-century Indian philosophy. 
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15. Maya Tevet-Dayan has an especially perspicuous analysis of this episode from the 
Nai~adhiya [Maya Tevet-Dayan, Divine Language Incarnate: The Poetic Metaphysics of 
Srilwr~a·s Nai~adhiya-carita (Tel Aviv: Faculty of Humanities, Tel Aviv University, 
2010)]. See also B.N. Goswamy's classic work [B.N. Goswamy, Pahari Paintings of the 
Nala-Damayanti Theme (New Delhi: National Museum, 1995)]. 

16. See section 2.5 of appendix 2 for Sanskrit text. 
17. B.K. Matilal's essay entitled "Skepticism and Mysticism" eloquently brings 

out this connection in Srihaqa's philosophy [B.K. Matilal, "Skepticism and 
Mysticism," journal of the American Oriental Society 105, no. 3 (July-Sep. 1985): 
479-484]. 

18. On the wide appearance of this mantra in various religious traditions of early India, 
see Handiqui, Nai~adlwwrita ofSrilwr~a. 580. 

19. Tevet-Dayan (Divine Langtwge Incarnate, 199ff) comprehensively discusses the role 
of Sarasvati and the Nai~adhiya's discourse on Speech generally. 

20. Moritz Winternitz, History of Indian Literature (New Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 
1966), 64. 

21. See section 2.6 of appendix 2 for Sanskrit text. 
22. Srihar~a again compares the fame of Damayanti with the fame of this particular 

style of poetic composition in 14.91. 

23. A.N. jani, A Critical Study of Srihar~a·s NaiJadhacaritam (Baroda: Oriental Institute, 
1957), 145. 

24. sapite(1 sarnpriter ajani rajanisa(1 pari$adii paritas tiiriir;uil]l dina-mal')i-rmtr;Ii-griiva­
mar;Iika(i I priye pasyotprek~ii-kavibhir-abhidhiiniiya susaka(1 sudhiim abhyuddhartul)1 
dhrta-sasaka-nilc!Sma-w~aka(i I I Nai~adhiya 22.144. 

25. The tradition of putting four (or sometimes five) verses at the end of a given 
mahiikt!vya, giving information about the poet and the poem, becomes common 
after the seventh century (see, for example, the Bhattikavya, janakiharar;w, 
Sisupalavadlw, and Haravijaya). 

26. avaktrendu tad-ar'1gam eva srjata(i sm$tu(I samagras tv i$arp ko~a(1 SO$am agad agadha­
jagati-silpc 'pi nalpayita(I I ni~se~a-dyuti-mar;I~ala-vyaya-vasad i~allabhais (?) tat-tana­
SC$ah ke5a-mayal,i kim andha-tamas astomair abln!n nirmitai,I I I [Cited in A.N. ]ani, 
Critical Study of'Srihar$a's Nai$adlwcaritam, appendix 12: 48]. 

27. i-?an rl(!sii-nikow(t khara-mukhara-nmklw-prek$ar;wl]! hasa-lesal,1 svabodh,!d aprasiida­
dhvananam asad avadyokti-helc!vahela I mauna-vyasariga-vartantara-para-ruciras loka­
pc!thadayas te SO\ihavya(i ke kiyanta(i siva siva kavitve kucchalii matsarar;l(ltn I I [Cited in 
A.N. jani, Critical Study of'Srihar$a's Nai$adhawritam, appendix 12: 49]. 

28. Among them include Sridharadasa's Saduktikarr;Ic!mrta (c. 1206) and Bhagadatta 
jalhal)a's saktimukt,lvali (c. 1257). See A.N. jani, Critical Study of Srihar$a's 
Nai$adhacaritam, 48-54: appendices 12 and 13 for a complete list of citations. 
The appearance of Nai$adhiya verses in anthologies-and unique works like the 
anonymous Vasatltavilasa of the fourteenth century-remains fairly consistent up 
until the seventeenth century: Subha$itaratnakara and Subhasitaratnabhari\t,!gara 
(c. fifteenth century); Gadadharabhana's Rasikajivana (c. 1670); and Vel)idatta's 
Subll("i$itapadyaver;Ii (c. seventeenth century). 

29. kuc-giri ca~i ati tiwkit hvai cali 1lithi nmrph-ca~ I phiri na tari pariyai mho giri cibuk ko 
g'"i\l I I [Cited in Amarnath jha, The Veiled Moon: Translations of'Bihc!ri's Satsai (New 
Delhi: ICCR, 1973), 66]. 
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30. Iser writes about the effect a text has on the reader and the implications it holds 
in critical attitudes toward literature: "Now if the reader and the literary text are 
partners in a process of communication, and if what is communicated is to be of 
any value, our prime concern will no longer be the meaning of the text ... but 
its effect. Herein lies the function of literature, and herein lies the justification for 
approaching literature from a functionalist standpoint" [cited from Iser's essay 
entitled "The Act of Reading" in Critical Theory Since 1965, eel. H. Adams and l. Searle 
(Tallahassee: Florida State University Press, 1986), 360). 

31. Yigal Bronner, Extreme Poetry (New York: Columbia University Press, 2010), 11. 

Bronner (Extreme Poetry, 9-13) devotes several pages of his book on double­
meaning poetry (sle?ah!vya) to delineate the bias against post-Kiilidiisa poetry in 
Sanskrit among critics of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, who saw works 
like Magha's and Srihaqa's as excessively ornamented and often degenerate of 
the kavya "ideal." Recently, Lawrence McCrea's essay (forthcoming) on Miigha's 
Sistipiilavadiia has also attempted to rescue Miigha from colonial-era criticism 
of the poem's aesthetic goals [L. McCrea, "The Conquest of Cool: Theology and 
Aesthetics in Magha's Sisupalavadha" in Innovations and Turning Points: Toward a 
History of Sanskrit Literature, eds. Y. Bronner, D. Shulman, and G. Tubb (Delhi: Oxford 
University Press; forthcoming)). On this era's bias against Sanskrit prose poetry, 
particularly of the prose master Biiryabhana. among these very same critics, see 
Robert Hueckstedt, The Style ofBa~w: An Introduction to Sanskrit Prose Poetry (Lanham: 
University Press of America, 1985), 3-22. 

32. Recently, in the context of discussing twentieth-century engagements with 
Sanskrit literature and especially with Kiilidasa, Simona Sahwney has suggested 
that "Kiilidasa has to be safeguarded, as it were, from the general image of 
classical Sanskrit poetry, precisely because the subsequent fall of Sanskrit poetry 
is a necessary part of its narrative." See Simona Sahwney, Tile Modernity of Sanskrit 

(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2009), 166. 

33. K.C. Chatterji, "Some Notes on the Nai?adl!carita ofSrihar~a." Calcutta Orielltaljournal 
3, no. 6 (1936): 155. 

34. W. Yates, "Review of the Nai?adlwcarita," Asiatic Researches, vol. XX (1836): 318-337 

[cited in A.N.Jani, Critical Study ofSrihar~a·s Nai~adhacaritam, 234]. 

2. EIGHT CENTURIES OF COMMENTARY 

1. Sheldon Pollock, "Sanskrit Literary Culture from the Inside Out" in Literary Cultures 

in History: Reconstructions from South Asia, ed. Sheldon Pollock (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 2003), 80. 

2. I have primarily used Sanadhyashastri's edition of Malliniitha's commentary, 
published by Krishnadas Akademi Press (1984-1987); Sivadatta Sharma's 1998 

edition of the Nai$adlziya with Niiriiyar.w's commentary; and J. ]ani's 1997 edition 
of the poem with Cary~luparyc,lita's commentary. See the bibliography for complete 
citations of all editions used. 

3. For a discussion on, and practical description of, the formulaic nature of Sanskrit 

commentaries on h!vya, see especially J.A.F. Roodbergen, Mallinc!tha's Gha~lf<tpatha 

on Kin!tilrjuniyah, 1-VI: Introduction, Translation, and Notes (Leiden: Brill Publishers, 
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1984), and Gary Tubb and Emery Boose, Scholastic Sanskrit: A Manual for Students 
(New York: American Institute of Buddhist Studies, 2007). 

4. Sheldon Pollock, The Language of the Gods in the World of Men (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2006), 83. 

5. Rajasekharasuri's narrative is partially translated and discussed in chapter 6. For 
more details about Vastupiila and his milieu, see Sandesara (1953). 

6. Vidyadhara tells us in the colophon of his commentary to the second canto of the 
Nai~adliiya that he was the son of Ramacandra Bhi~ak and Sita. For further details, 
see A.N. ]ani, A Critical Study ofSriliar~a·s Nai$adlwcaritam (Baroda: Oriental Institute, 
1957), 77, fn. 281. 

7. The manuscript from which this verse comes is from the nineteenth century (no. 
415 at the Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute, Pune) and is described by K.K. 
llandiqui, Nai~adlwcarita of Srilwr~a: English Translation with Notes, 2nd ed. (Poona: 
Deccan College, 1965), xxiv-xxv. See section 1.1 of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 

8. Ciit,l<;lupat.I~Iita mentions this in the preface to his commentary on Nai~adhi'ya 1.1. 
See jaydev jani, Nai~adliamaliiikc'ivya with Cii(I\iupa(Igita's Commentary (Jodhpur: 
Rajasthan Oriental Research Institute, 1997), xiv-xxxxix, for other details 
Ciit,l<;lupat:J~lita gives about the Nai~adhiya and his own commentary on it. 

9. See J. ]ani (Nai~adlwmaliiiktivya with Ccit,l\iupa(Igita's Commentary, xvii; 43) for more 
details about the colophons of Ciit,l<;lupat)<;lita's Dipiktl. 

10. For further details, seejaydev ]ani's preface to the critical edition ofCat:J<;lupat)<;lita's 

Dipikci (J. jani, Nai$adliama/iiikiivya with Ciir,I\iupar,Igita's Commentary, xx). 
11. See section 1.2 of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
12. See Handiqui (Nai$a(ilwcarita of Srihar~a. xix-xxii) for a complete list of citations 

found in Cii~I<;lupat:J~Iita. 
13. Kr~t:Jananda from Orissa is said to have written a commentary on the Nai~adhiya. 

His well-known Sahrdayiinanda, a Sanskrit maiicikcivya from the thirteenth century, 
clearly demonstrates his familiarity with Srihar~a·s poem. I discuss this poem 
as an "intralingual translation" in chapter 6. Two other commentaries from the 
thirteenth century include one from Sridatta, whom A.N. jani dates between 
1275 and 1310 (A.N. jani, A Critical Study ofSrihar~a·s Nai~adhacaritam, 68-69), and 
Vaq1sivadana Sarma, whose colophon places him around the same time (A.N.Jani, 

A Critical Study of Srihar$a's Nai$adlwcaritam, 75-76). 
14. See section 1.3 of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. isanadeva pugnaciously adds a 

parting comment defending the originality of his work, however limited it might 
be: "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." 

15. isanadeva's textual readings and interpretations generally follow Vidyadhara's 

commentary. See A.N. ]ani (A Critical Study of Srilwr~a·s Nai$adhacaritam, 49) for 
further details. 

16. A.N. ]ani (A Critical Study ofSriliar~a·s Nai~adhacaritam, 58-59), among others, also 
identifies Vidyarat:Jya (head of the Srhigeri monastery from 1377 to 1386), author of 

such works as Paiicadasi and Sarvadarsanasarngraha, as a potential commentator on 
Nai~adliiya itself, being the teacher of Narahari. No evidence of such a commentary 
exists, however. 

17. Sukhdev Sharma writes about Narahari's commentary: "The Dipikii (on the first 
seven cantos) contains in all556 quotations or references. Out of these 556, in the 
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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" [sukhdev Sharma, "A 
Critical Estimate ofNarahari's Commentary on NC," Tlte Mysore Orientalist, Oriental 
Research Institute, Mysore, vol. 9 (1976): 7]. Sharma lists some ofNarahari's textual 
citations, many of which represent not only texts popular during the fourteenth 
century but also works now lost. 

18. Handiqui (Nai?adhacarita of Sriltar$a. xxxi, fn. 61) favors Gode's opinion that 
Narahari's commentary arrived in Kashmir during the reign of"Sikandar the Idol­
breaker;· who was king of Kashmir from 1386 to 1410 CE. The Ilhandarkar Oriental 
Research Institute (BORI) in Pune houses one especially rare manuscript in Sarada 
script dated to the late-fourteenth or early-fifteenth century. 

19. Pollock, "Sanskrit Literary Culture from the Inside Out," 111-112. 

20. See section 1.4 in appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
21. Lienhard explains the relevant passage as follows: "According to Riijasekhara, 

both the poet and connoisseur possess the same poetic imagination (pratibhii) 
though in one it is genuinely creative (ktimyitri}, in the other imaginatively 
re-creative (blnivayitri). 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." See Siegfried Lienhard, A History of 
Classical Poetry: Sanskrit, Pali, Pmkrit (Wiesbaden: Otto Ilarrassowitz, 1984), 41. 

22. To borrow Roland Ilarthes' technical terms, the Nai?adhiya clearly became the 
"writerly" text par excellence of the Sanskrit tradition and yet, as a popular text 
in its initial reception, it also functioned as a highly "readerly" work. In his short 
essay 5/Z, the terms "readerly" and "writerly" are formulated by Roland Ilarthes to 
describe kinds of texts and modes of engagement with them. For Barthes, writing a 
text means that the reader is no longer a "consumer" of texts but rather an active 
"producer" of them. In this way, writing becomes an act of "gaining access to the 
magic of the signifier." See Roland Barthes, 5/Z: i\n Essay, tr. Richard Miller (New 
York: Hill and Wang, 1974), 4. 

23. The verse reads: ye do?cin pmtipcidayanti sud/tiya!t srihilid<isokti?ll srimadb/uiravi­
m<ig/wpwt~ita-ma/uihivya-dvaye 'py anvalwm I .~rilwr?'imrta-st1kti-n,ti?adha-malu'ihivyc 
'pi te kevalarrt Y<'ivad vrtti-var(WilCila bltagavac-c/ulntc5 caritre gtl(l<'ill I I. Cited in A.N. 
]ani, i\ Critical Sttuiy ofSriltar$a's Nai$adlwcarilam, 276. 

24. The most well known among these are the cases ofTamil and Telugu literary culture. 
Thus, we know about the "five great hivya" (aimpcnmkappiyankal) formulation in 
Tamil literary tradition, for example, which is distinguished from the "five lesser 
kc'ivya" (aincltimkappiyangal), and a similar schema in Teluguliterary culture begins 

with the Mam1caritra and ends with the Spig<'iranai?adlwm ofSrfnatha. 
25. The three, in chronological order, are l'at:Jini, Kiityiiyana, and Patatijali. 
26. In addition to J.A.F. Roodbergen's translation of Mallinatha's Glta(tt,'ipatlta 

commentary on Kirdt,'itju~tiya U.A.F. Roodbergen, Ma/lindtlw's Glta~tt<'ipatlw], two 
in-depth studies of Mallinatha in English include Banerji's essay [Sures Chandra 
Banerji, "Commentaries of Malliniitha," in S.K. De Memorial Volume, ed. Hazra and 
Banerji (Calcutta: Firm K.L. Mukhopadhyay, 1972)] and Lalye's book [P.G. Lalye, 
Mallincitlw (New Delhi: Sahitya Akaderni, 2002)]. There is also a pioneering book 
written in Hindi, based on a set of essays on Malliniitha, by Dvivedi [Prabhunath 

Dvivedi, Mallirn'itlt ki tihiorp k<i vi mars (Varanasi: Kashi Vidyapith, 1982)]. 
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27. See section 1.5 of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 

28. durbodhmp yadativa tadvijahati spa~tiirtham ity uktibhi(l spa~tiirthe~v ativistrtir!l 
vidadlwti vyarthai!1 samasadikai(l I asthane 'nupayogibhis ca balmbhir jalpair 
biiramarr tanvate srotf~tiim iti vastu-viplava-krta!J praye~w tikakrta!J 11 (from the 
Rcijamarta(l~avrtti on Yogasiitra 1.6). 

29. BourdieLI writes of literary critics defending the "interests of their clientele" by 
holding their position against rival critics. He explains that "the credit attached to 
any cultural practice tends to decrease with the numbers and especially the social 
spread of the audience, because the value of the credit of recognition ensured by 
consumption decreases when the specific competence recognized in the consumer 
decreases." See Pierre Bourdieu, "The Author's Point of View," in The Rules of Art: 
Genesis and Structure of the Literary Field, tr. Susan Emanuel (Palo Alto: Stanford 
University Press, 1996), 11Sff; 163. We may interpret Mallinatha's aggressive 
postures as a call for the maintenance of higher professional standards. 

30. Although it is doubtful one can trace this idea back to the fifteenth century, U.V. Rao 
presumably bases this claim on some source. See U.V. Rao, A Handbook of Classical 
Sanskrit Literature, 3rd ed. (Bombay: Orient Longmans, 1967), 94. Rae mentions that 
commentaries on Udayana's text on logic, Nyayakusmm!iljali, and Mammata's work 
on poetics, Kt!vyaprah!sa, also had the cachet to earn the title of mahamalwpadhyiiya. 

31. Dvivedi writes (Mallimlth ki tikc!or!l, 52): "In Mahara~tra, the phrase 'doing a 
Mallinatha' is very famous. When one sees that a critic becomes overtaken by the 
poet inside of him and goes on and on about the ideas dancing in his own head 
before clarifying the poet's expressions, then one says that he's done a Mallinatha. 
Gratuitously manifesting one's own perspective, therefore, becomes known as 
a Mallinathi." A similar popular anecdote vanasruti or lokokti) exists in Gujarat 
implicating another famous commentator named Visvesvara or Gagabhatta, who, 
as we shall see later, also commented on the Nai~adhiya in the seventeenth century. 
In this case, the expression is to do a "Gagabhatti." I am grateful to ]aydev ]ani for 
this interesting detail. 

32. Edwin Gerow, "Primary Education in Sanskrit: Methods and Goals," journal of the 
American Oriental Society 122, no. 4 (Oct.-Dec. 2002): 669; 678. 

33. Gerow, "Primary Education in Sanskrit," 679. 
34. See, for instance, the UGC textbooks designed to prepare students of Sanskrit 

to pass their examinations at the university level. For instance, in a preparatory 
reader (Sanskrit: Third Question Paper) developed by Chaukhambha Press (Varanasi, 
2003), the first four cantos of the Raglmvar!lsa are presented with commentary and 
the first cantos of each of the other four paricamahakt!vya. 

35. ].]ani provided me with this detail, although I am not aware of any official document 
supporting it. Manu Bhagavan's research on Gaekwad educational institutions 
explains their emphasis on modern learning that sought to counter colonial-era 
directions for intellectual production. This fact about the Gaekwad institutions 
seems to corroborate the privileging of the Nai~adhiya in the Sanskrit curriculum 
at MS University during the early- to mid-twentieth century; after all, since the 
beginning of its critical history, the poem has consistently been praised-and 

criticized-both for its affirmation and novel challenge to the traditional form of the 
maht!kiivya, reflecting both continuity with tradition and a sharp break with it [Manu 
Bhagavan, "The Rebel Academy: Modernity and the Movement for a University in 
Princely Baroda, 1908-49," The journal of Asian Studies 61, no. 3 (Aug. 2002): 919-947]. 
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36. A.N. ]ani, A Critical Study of'Sri!wr~a·s Nai~adhacaritam, 275. 
37. Chandika Prasad Shukla, Nai~adh-pariSilan (Allahabad: Hindustani Academy, 1960), 7. 
38. Antycik~ari is the Sanskrit name for a traditional spoken-word game played 

throughout India, where one participant recites or composes extempore a verse 
(or lyric) that the next participant builds upon (along defined rules) with a verse of 
his or her own until someone fails to come up with something in the allotted time. 
It is still popular in modern India, known as antiik~ari in llindi and ak~arasloka in 
Malayiilam, for example. 

39. So far as I can tell, Viiriit;~asi receives its first ma!nihlvya paean in the Nai~adhiya. 
The city, in addition to being the seat of learned pat,l\lit culture, was also probably 
one of Srihaqa's homes during his tenure in the Giiha<Jvala courts. Certainly, his 
dual role as both poet and philosopher endeared him to the city's scholars who, 
as Michael Dodson discusses, set the tone for Sanskrit culture's development and 
dissemination for centuries after Srihaqa. Dodson brings notice to the "roles 
pat;~<;lits played in facilitating constructive orientalism, and how they utilized and 
developed their institutionally-consolidated role as India's cultural and intellectual 
guardians to promote a specific, and often competitive, interpretation of Sanskrit­
based knowledge systems" [see Michael Dodson, Oricnlalism, Empire and National 
Culture in India 1770-1880 (Basingstoke, Hampshire; New York: l'illgrave Macmillan, 
2007), 117]. While Dodson highlights the new roles that pandits played, "through 
their involvement with colonial education" and their status as "traditional" voices 
in north India's public sphere contributing to an "emerging national culture" 
(Dodson, Orientalism, Empire and National Culture in India, 173), these "competitive" 
gestures are, at least in principle, continuations of long-standing practices of 
older exegetical communities in South Asia that struggled among themselves over 
interpretive control of canonical Sanskrit texts of Sanskrit culture. 

40. See section 1.6 of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
41. Handiqui (Nai~adhacarita of Sri!wr~a. xxxii) mentions sever<ll cases where a scribe 

of an earlier commentary (isanadeva and Narahari) has placed Ciiritravardhana's 
gloss in the margins, presumably to corroborate or correct the readings they 
encounter in the work they arc copying. 

42. Gadadhara's commentary is not listed in the Catalo!)Ils Catala!Jonun nor is it listed 
in other Sanskrit manuscript catalogs. Muni jinavijayaji mentions the commentary 
in his lists. Vandana Mehta, in a dissertation filed at the MS University of Baroda 
(1985), has edited the first eleven cantos of it. 

43. See A.N. ]ani, A Critical Study of'Sri!l<lr$<I's Nai0ad!wcaritam, 57. 
44. The passage from Roer's 1855 edition of the Nai~adhiya (n. 173) is cited in A.N.Jani 

(A Critical Studyof'Srihar~a·s Nai$adhacaritam, 61, fn. 174). 

45. Niirayat;~a's engagement with the Nai$ad!Ifya invites comparison to structuralist 
and post-structuralist modes of reading literary texts. I especially find that 
Niiriiyat;~a's approach to the reading process resonates with ideas initiated by 
Barthes and popularized by Derrida, which see reading as actually a special kind of 
writing (ecriture), whereby the possibilities of interpretation and what De Man calls 
"referential aberration" open up to the commentator [Paul De Man, "Semiology 
and Rhetoric," Allegories of'Readill!J: Fi!Juml La11guage ill f<OI!SSC<Hl, Nietzsche, Rilke, and 
Proust (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1979), 10]. Also evocative in Niirayat;~a's 
approach is Eco's idea of the "open work," where a text is both a "closed form in its 
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uniqueness as a balanced organic whole" and simultaneously "an open product on 
account of its susceptibility to countless different interpretations" [Umberto Eco, 
Tile Open Work (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1989), 4]. 

46. The colophon to his commentary, while extensive, lacks the relevant details to fix 
its provenance securely. For further details, see A.N.Jani (A Critical Study ofSrihar$a's 
Nai$ad!wcaritam, 67). 

47. See section 1.7 of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. I reproduce a portion of his 
commentary on 1.1 in chapter 5 to demonstrate his point about the Nai$adhiya 
being able to yield many meanings. 

48. See section 1.8 of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
49. Sec section 1.9 of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
50. See section 1.10 of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
51. See section 2.7 of appendix 2 for Sanskrit text. 
52. This point is supported by a fragment ofBhagirathi's commentary that is preserved 

in the preface of Pt. Vindhyesvariprasad's introduction to the Tiirkikarak$a. For details 
and the full citation, see A.N.Jani (A Critical Study ofSrihar$a's Nai$adhacaritam, 13). 

53. Several Nai$adlliya commentaries come from Jain monastic communities in 
Gujarat, including those of Caritravardhana, Municandra, and Ratnacandra. 
The Nai$adhiya was an important poem for Jain scholars and poets since its 
inception in the twelfth century, which is indicated by thirteenth-century Jain 
commentator Mahendrasuri's allusion to the poem in his commentary (1180 CE) 

on Hemacandra's Anekiirthasarrlgmlla.Jain scholastic interest remained consistent 
through to the fourteenth, fifteenth, and sixteenth centuries in the creative works 
of Munibhadrasuri, Nayacandrasuri, Ratnasekharasuri, Vinayavijaya, and down to 
the eighteenth century with Meghavaijaya Upadhyaya. 

54. See section 1.11 of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
55. For further details about his family and many other creative and critical works, see 

A.N.Jani (A Critical Study ofSrihar$a's Nai$adhacaritam, 34-35). 

56. This conjecture is wholly based on the fact that manuscripts of his commentary 
are only found in the Madras Government Oriental Manuscripts Library and that 
another name found for him is Gopinatha Ratha ("Ratha" being a common surname 
in Orissa). 

57. ll.N Goswamy, Pahari Paintings of the Nala-Damayanti Tllerne (New Delhi: National 
Museum, 1995), vii. 

58. Goswarny, Pallari Paintings of tile Nala-Damayanti Theme, 11. 
59. Goswarny, l'liiiari Paintings of the Nala-Damayanti Theme, 13. See also Tevet-Dayan for 

a studied analysis of these paintings in light of Srihaqa's language (Maya Tevet­
Dayan, Divine Language Incarnate: Tile Poetic Metaphysics ofSri!rar$a's Nai$adhiya-carita, 
Ph.D. thesis submitted to Faculty of Humanities, Tel Aviv University, Tel Aviv, Israel, 
2010). 

60. For further details, see A.N.Jani (A Critical Study ofSrihar$a's Nai$adhacaritam, 81-83). 

61. See A.N.Jani (A Critical Study ofSrihar$a's Nai$adhacaritarn, 76-77) for a description of 
his other works. 

62. T. llhattacharya portrays Premchandra Tarkabagish (Tarkavagisa) as a conservative 
critic of non-llrahmin entry into the Sanskrit College [Tit hi Bhattacharya, Sentinels 
of Culture: Class, Education, and the Colonial Intellectual in Bengal (1848-85) (New Delhi: 
Oxford University Press, 2005), 197]. 
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63. See section 1.12 of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
64. A.N. ]ani (A Critical Study of Sriltar~a·s Nai~adltacaritam, 45-48) provides a lengthy 

comment on Haridiisa's biography. 
65. See section 1.13 of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
66. The names of these other commentators arc as follows: Paramiinanda Cakravartin, 

Govindamisra, Mahesvara, Mathuriiniitha Sukla, Narasirpha, Niiriiya~la Bhatta, 
RatnacCi<;la, Sadiinanda, Sarvajiia Miidhava Sudhi, Srikat,l\ha, Srivatsa, Tary9ava, 
udayakara, and Viitsesvara Sudhi. The scattered details that can be gleaned from 
the available manuscript fragments of their commentaries arc given by A.N.Jani (A 

Critical Study ofSrilwr~a's Nai~adhacaritam, 32-83). 

67. See A.N.jani (A Critical Study ofSrilwr~a's Nai~adhacaritam, 63-64) for further details 
about Pe99abha\ta's being listed as a Nai~adltfya commentator. 

68. A.N.jani, A Critical Study ofSrihar~a·s Nai~adhacaritam, 50-51. 

69. Krishnamachariar believes the commentator and the Telugu poet to be one and 
the same, but M. Sesagiri Sastri cites the evidence of commentator Sriniitha's 
patronage to rebut the idea of his being one and the same person. See A.N. ]ani (A 
Critical Study ofSrilwr$a's Nai:?adhacaritam, 71-72) for further details. 

70. See section 1.14 of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
71. Krishnamachariar bases his conclusion on a received tradition that the poet was also 

a Nai~adltfya commentator, a speculation that A.N.jani uncritically repeats (A Critical 
Study ofSrihar$a's Nai$adlwcaritam, 51). For more on Kr$riLinanda, see chapter 7. 

72. T.S. Eliot, "Tradition and the Individual Talent," The Norton Ant!Iology of Theory and 
Criticism (New York: W.W. Norton, 2001), 1093. 

73. upama ka/idasasya bluiraver-artha-gauravam I naisadhe pada-hilityam miiglte santi trayo 
gum!(! I I 

74. upama kcllid,!sasya blu!raver-artha-gauravam I da(l\iina(I pildaldlityam nu!ghc santi 
trayoguw!!J I I 

75. upama bharija-virasya tasyaiva n!rtlw-gauravmn I kallolc pada-l<ilityam santi cintiima(wu 

trayah I 1. Quoted in Harekrishna Me her, Upcndra IJI1arua (Cuttack, Orissa: Kalinga 
Bharati, 1990), 54. 

76. t'!vad bit a blu!raver blu!ti y'!van magiiasya nodaya(1 I udite tu pwwr miighe blu!mver blul 
raver iva II krtsna-prabodha-krd w!I.Ii b/ulravcr iva blu!rave(I I rm!ghcneva ca rm!ghcna 
kampa(l kasya rwjtiyate II miighcna vigllTiitots(iJul notsalumte pada-krame I smaranto 
blu!raver eva kavaya!1 kapayo yatll<i I I 

77. tlivad blu! blu!raver blulti yiivan nu!glwsya nodaya(1 I uditc nai)adha-kt!vye kva rm!glw(1 
kva ca b/u!ravi!1 I I 

78. Seejani (A Critical Study of'Srilutr$a's Nai)adllacaritam, 246) for details. 
79. See section 2.8 of appendix 2 for Sanskrit text. 

80. See section 2.9 of appendix 2 for Sanskrit text. 
81. In tracing the textual lineages of Nai~adlliya's commentaries, llandiqui contends 

that Cary9upa~J9ita and Vidyiidhara generally, but not always, agree and are followed 
in their readings by fourteenth-century commentator lsiinadeva and seventeenth­
century commentator jinariija; he believes that the most popular commentators 
of Nai)adlliya-Niiriiya~Ia (sixteenth century), Malliniitha (fifteenth century), and 
Narahari (fourteenth century)-often agree on readings, but finds that Malliniitha's 

"are sometimes very peculiar" and do not seem to agree with either Nariiyar.Ia or 
the earlier commentators. He makes an interesting observation that other readings 
were almost certainly available even before Vidyi.idhara and Ciit.tc.lupatot<,lita's very 
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early commentaries. Handiqui (Nai$adhacarita ofSrihar$a, xxxix) cites in support 
of this observation Ciiry~upary~ita's gloss on Nai$adhiya 6.109, where mention and 
criticism of other readings are indicated. 

82. Eco (Interpretation and Overinterpretation, 52) explains "overinterpretation" as 
follows: "As soon as a text becomes 'sacred' for a certain culture, it becomes subject 
to the process of suspicious reading and therefore to what is undoubtedly an excess 
of interpretation." 

3. THE NAl$ADHiYA INTERPRETED AND OVERINTERPRETED 

1. Oscar Wilde, "The Critic as Artist," The Norton Anthology of Theory and Criticism (New 
York: W.W. Norton, 2001), 901,911. 

2. U mberto Eco, Interpretation and Overinterpretation (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1992), 64. 

3. Pierre Bourdieu, "The Author's Point of View," The Rules of Art: Genesis and Structure of 
the Literary Field, tr. Susan Emanuel (Palo Alto: Stanford University Press, 1996), 247. 

4. See section 1.15 of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
5. Sec section 1.16 of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
6. See section 1.17 of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
7. See section 1.18 of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
8. See section 1.19 of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
9. Daud Ali writes of the "widespread tendency in courtly speech and gesture 

towards self-effacement" as part of a complex strategy for garnering respect and 
negotiating power. See Daud Ali, Courtly Culture and Political Life in Early Medieval 
India (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 37ff. 

10. M.l-1. Abrams offers this explanation for author-guided readings: "But if we set 
out not to create meanings, but to understand what the sequences of sentences 
in a literary work mean, then we have no choice except to read according to the 
linguistic strategy the author of the work employed, and expected us to employ. We 
are capable of doing so, because an immense store of cumulative evidence provides 
assurance that the authors of literary texts belonged to the linguistic community 
into which we were later born, and so shared our skill, and the consensual 
regularities on which that skill depends." See M.l-1. Abrams, "How to Do Things with 
Texts" in Critical T/1eory Since 1965, ed. H. Adams and L. Searle (Tallahassee: Florida 

State University Press, 1986), 448. 
11. See section 1.20 of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
12. I have borrowed these translations from Gary Tubb and Emery Boose, Scholastic 

Sanskrit: A Manual for Stlldents (New York: American Institute of Buddhist Studies, 
2007), 150. 

13. G. Tubb and E. Hoose, Scholastic Sanskrit, 150-151. 
14. J. Zadoo describes the anvayarntikhi style as a "long march without posts and 

stages to gain the object in view [which) necessarily gives rise to a feeling of 
exhaustion in the mind of the reader; while the [katharnbhutini approach) ... has 
clear-cut signposts and easy halting places to lead [the reader) to the destination 
with a feeling of renewed strength and freshness." See jaggadhar Zadoo, A Critical 

Note on Vallabhadeva's Commentary on the Shishupalavadham (Srinagar: Normal 
Press, 194 7), zff. 
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15. G. Tubb and E. !.loose, Scholastic Sanskrit, 111. 
16. Devnarayanjha, Nai~adh-samik~a (Delhi: Nag Publishers, 2001), 76. 
17. See section 1.21 of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
18. The kathamblnitini approach reflects what Tynianov (1924) refers to as the 

"density" of the verse line, whereby the original text is not minutely bracketed 
with equivalent paraphrases but allowed to breathe, as it were, and express itself 
more expansively [Yuri Tynianov, The Problem of Verse Language, tr. M. Sosa and H. 
Brent (Ann Arbor: Ardis, 1981)]. See also the work of other Russian semioticians 
from the twentieth century, such as Yuri Lotman (1976), who grapples with the 
problems of representing the significance of verse in simple prose paraphrase [Yuri 
Lotman, Analysis oftlw Poetic Text, tr. D. Barton johnson (Ann Arbor: Ardis, 1976)]. 

19. See section 1.22a of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
20. See section 1.22b of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
21. See section l.22c of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
22. For a long discussion of the order in which Mallinatha wrote his commentaries, see 

P.G. Lalye, Mallincitha (New Delhi: Sahitya Akademi, 2002), 18-19. 
23. G. Tubb and E. Boose (Scholastic Sanskrit, 150) write about the relationship of the 

anvayamukhi style's reconfiguration of a verse into a "standard prose word-order" 
with traditions of Sanskrit education, "the essentials of which are recorded in a 
verse in the Samtisacakm, an elementary handbook used at the beginning stage in 
the traditional system of Sanskrit education." Mallinatha's approach would perhaps 
find sympathy among customary New Critical positions, with its commitment 
to the poem as a fixed object and, as Krieger explains, its "prior commitment 
to formal closure as the primary characteristic of the successful literary object" 
[Murray Krieger, "An Apology for Poetics" in Critical Theory Since 1965, ed. H. Adams 

and L. Searle (Tallahassee: Florida State University Press, 1986), 535. 
24. The entirety of Narayarp's text is available in several printed editions, and so, I do 

not reproduce the whole of his commentary on this verse in the appendix. 
25. See G. Tubb and E. Boose (Scholastic Sanskrit, 117) for a clear discussion of the 

different permutations of anvayamukhi and katlwmbiiiitini commentaries. 
26. As the phonemes "Ia" and "ra" are often interchanged among speakers of Indic 

languages (what is commonly described as ra-layor ab1Ieda(1 in Sanskrit), it is a 
long-standing practice among Sanskrit commentators to exploit this feature of the 
language to create secondary meanings. 

27. See section 1.23 of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
28. See section 1.24 of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
29. Stanley Fish's self-appraisal resonates with Nariiyar.w's commentarial practice: 

"Insistence on a right reading and the real text are the fictions of formalism, and 
as fictions they have the disadvantage of being confining. My fiction is liberating. 
It relieves me of the obligation to be right (a standard that simply drops out) and 
demands only that I be interesting (a standard met without any reference at all 
to an illusory objectivity). Rather than restoring or recovering texts, I am in the 
business of making texts and of teaching others to make them by adding to their 
repertoire of strategies" [Stanley Fish, Is There A Text in This Class (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press, 1980), 180]. 

30. The technical discussion of the various schools of philosophy in Car.Jslupal)gita's 
commentary is lengthy. I merely summarize the long passage in the paragraphs 

that follow. See section 1.25 of appendix l for the complete Sanskrit text. 
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31. Ciir~<,lupa~H,lita elaborates extensively on the Nyiiya position. He explains further, 
for example, that in saying that there is no pot on the ground, 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 false apprehension of silver, the commentator clarifies: the corrective 
awareness that objects to a shell being silver when one is under a delusion is not 
universally objecting to the fact that silver exists at all, but only objecting to or 
blocking the notion that there could not be something other than silver. 

32. Cii~:t\lupar.H,lita's argument runs as follows: "On account of an awakening of 
previously experienced sense-impressions, sharing similarity in such qualities as 
white light, etc., 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 
shell is remembered. Therefore, both are real. This silver in front of us is real. And 
because it is remembered from a previous experience, this apprehension of silver 
is also true." 

33. See section 1.25 of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
34. Paul Griffiths, Religious Reading (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999). 64. 
35. Robert P. Goldman, "How Fast Do Monkeys Fly? How Long Do Demons Sleep?;· 

Rivista di Studi Sudasiatici no. 1: 185-207 (Firenze: Firenze University Press, 2006), 25. 

4. STRUGGLES OVER THE TEXT 

1. K.K. Handiqui, Nai$adl!acarita of Sril!ar$a: English Translation with Notes, 2nd ed. 
(Poona: Deccan College, 1965), xxxix. 

2. In fact, describing the format of one of fsiinadeva's manuscripts available to him, 
Handiqui writes: "fsiinadeva's manuscript frequently quotes Cal)<;lupal)gita's 
commentary, the citations being usually placed in a supplementary section at the 
end of the gloss on each verse:· See Handiqui (Nai$adhacarita ofSrihar$a, xxvii) for 
more details about fsanadeva's manuscript tradition. 

3. See llandiqui (Nai$adl!acarita of Srihar$a, xxxix-xli) for the specific arguments 
regarding these statements. 

4. Ca~I<,\upai)Qita's gloss on Nai$adhiya 6.109, for example, indicates this fact. Here, the 
commentator extensively refutes a reading of which no later commentators even 
show awareness. An earlier, alternative reading reads the narrator of the verse to 
be the poet himself and not Damayanti; see Cal)gupa~t<;lita's text on this verse for a 
more extensive discussion [see]aydev Jani, Nai$adhamahiikiivya with Cii(I~upm;~\lita's 
Commentary (Jodhpur: Rajasthan Oriental Research Institute, 1997), 332-333]. 

5. Sheldon Pollock, Tile Language of tile Gods in the World of Men (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2006), 165. 

6. For more on Paramesvariinanda's Hindi essay ("Do$iikaratval)'! nai$adhasya $a$tho 
gu(w(1") and R.N. Bhatt's essay ("Srihar$ ki Nirarikusat,'i''), see A.N.Jani, A Critical Study 
ofSrihar$a's Nai$adlwcaritmn (Baroda: Oriental Institute, 1957), 271. 

7. Krishnamachariar gives a reference for Sivakamesvara Rao's essay, entitled 
Naisadl!acarita-aucityacarca [Mimamsa, 1.5 (Tenali, 1922) and]!. of Sam. Sah. Bar, vol. 
XIII]. SeeM. Krishnamachariar, History of Classical Sanskrit Literature (Delhi: Motilal 
Ilanarsidass, 1974), 181, fn. 3. 

8. A.N.Jani cites this story as being current among BUhler's pa~:t<;lits. See ]ani (A Critical 
Study ofSrllwr$a's Nai$adlwcaritam, 128). 
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9. salila-krf\iayii avan;wne 'pi na ma/iakiivycltva-bliar·,ga-pmsariga!l. 
10. nyiinam apy atrayai!1 kaiscid arigai!1 kiivyarp na du~yatity uktatviit. 
11. For a study and translation of this text, see David Rustin Mellins, The Cool Rays 

of Aesthetics and Reasoning: ]ayadeva's 'Candn1loka' and Its nole in tile Evolution of 
Alaq1kiirasiistm (Ann Arbor: UMI, Microform, 2004). 

12. See the seventh chapter of the Sc1liityadarp(l(la, which details the various types of 

do~a found in poetry. 
13. See section 1.26 of appendix 1 for the Sanskrit text of Giigabhatta's comment. 
14. See section 1.27a of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
15. See section 1.27b of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
16. Gadiidhara's text literally reads that one mouth (the earlier verse) requires the 

other mouth (verse) and only then can there be a kiss (a single meaning); a kisser 
becomes a kisser because of a kiss (muk/i(l·rtlpasya p!lrva-slokasy<liki1rtliatvena 
pratinmklia-n1patayii cumbaru1c cwnbakoy<ITII ity apare). 

17. See section 1.27c of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
18. The relevant verse from the Maliiib/iamt<l about the NaJa story's intrinsic power to 

purify listeners was cited in the introduction, <IS wils Srihar~a·s own suggestion of 

this theme in Nai~adl!iya 1.3. 
19. Quite a few verses in the Nai?adlii'ya are soberly considered for suspected 

interpolation by Nai?adliiya commentators, including 9.119, 11.41-42, 13.5, 15.22, 
16.79, 17.161, 18.18, 18.27, 18.65, 18.80a, 19.57a, and 21.85-86. Many of these are not 
found in the oldest manuscripts or are they available in the oldest commentaries, 
while 18.27 and 18.65 are in Vidyadhara's reading and 19.57a in Cat.J\lupa!)\lita's. 
Niiraya!)a comments on all of them, however, a fact that suggests the spurious 
character of only 15.22, 16.79, 19.57a. 

20. On 14.1, for example,jinariija remarks that this particular verse is not available in 

some manuscripts (ke~ucid t1darse~u tv ayam sloko misty eva). 
21. For example, as Handiqui notes, a scribe of lsiinadcva's commentary on 17.66 

declares that the verse in question is "not in the commentary," contrary to the fact 
that the verse appears in many manuscripts offsanadeva's commentary (Handiqui, 

Nai?adliacarita ofSrilwr~a. xxviii). 
22. See A.N.jani, A Critical Study ofSrilwr?a's Nai?adlwcaritarn, 270ff. 
23. See section 1.28 of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
24. This is the version quoted in the notes by l'a~J<Jit Sivadatta in the Nir!)ayasiigar 

Nariiya!)f-tikii edition. Pt. Sivadatta says that having considered it a repetition, 
Mallinatha and others do not even comment on it (iti nirdisya na vy<lkliy<'ita!J). This 
notion, however, is contradicted by evidence from other manuscripts used by the 
Krishnadas Academy edition where Mallinatha docs indeed comment on the verse. 

25. For details on this example, sec Goodall and Isaacson, Tile Raglutpmicikii of 
Vallabhadeva, Critical Edition wit/1 Introduction and Notes, vol. 1 (Groningen: Egbert 
Forsten, 2003), 288. 

26. J. ]ani (Nai$adliamal"1kiivya with C<l(l\iupm)\iita's Cormnentary, ix-xi) gives further 
details about this manuscript, which is from the Bhandarkar Oriental Research 
Institute (BORI) and carries the accession no. 389. lie notes that the manuscript's 
owner is mentioned in a line written in Gujarati, which translates to: "This is 

the complete commentary of Cii!)\lupar.l~lita on NaiJadha and it belongs to Bhatta 
Krparama." 
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27. This manuscript can be found in the Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute 
(accession no. 415). See J. ]ani (Nai~adhamal!akc!vya with Cil(l9upa(l9ita's Commentary, 
viii-ix) for details about it. Sam ira Sheikh, citing the seventeenth-century Persian 
historian Firishta, writes as follows about this last of the Tughluq governors of 
Gujarat before ~afar Khan's arrival: "One complaint against Farl.wt al-Mulk ... was 
that he was friendly with the locals and tolerated idolatry. While this may have 
been a retrospective smear to discredit him, it shows that he was becoming a threat 
to central authority on account of the fact that he had set down local roots" [Sam ira 
Sheikh, forging a I<egion: Sultans, Traders, and Pilgrims in Gujarat 1200-1500 (New Delhi: 
Oxford University Press, 2010), 186]. 

28. See llandiqui (Nai?adhacarita ofSrii!Clr?a, xxviii) for the Sanskrit text. 
29. Lienhard, for example, agrees with a common view among traditional and modern 

readers that perceives Kalidasa's ending the I<aglmvarrsa on an "unseemly note" 
(as it currently does) as indicative of the fact that "either Kalidasa did not finish 
the poem or that a short concluding section in which the succeeding rulers are 
mentioned has been lost" [Seigfried Lienhard, A History of Classical Poetry: Sanskrit, 
Pali, Prakrit (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz), 177ff]. 

30. See section 1.29 of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
31. See section 1.30 of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
32. In his Sanskrit introduction to a 1926 edition of the Nai~adhiya, Sri Vyasaraya Sastri 

seconds Narayarya's idea by declaring: "At the end of the twenty second canto, 
the benedictory words 'May that divine moon be for our happiness' indicates 

the culmination of the poem" (tatra dvc'ivirrlsasya sargasyante sriiyarnil(lil srir astu 
nas tu?taye ity eva riipa mailgalasarrlsii kiivyasyaitiivan miitratvam evajfiiipayati) [K.L. 

Vyasaraya Shastri, Nai~adhacaritam with the Commentary ofMalliniitha. Cantos 1-12, 2 
pts. (Palghat: Palghat Sanskrit Series, 1926), 12-13]. 

33. Sec A.N. ]ani (A Critical Study of Srihar?a's Nai~adhacaritam, 23ff) for a longer 
discussion on arguments for the poem's incompleteness. 

34. A.N.jani, A Critical Study ofSrihar?a's NaiJadlwcaritam, 24. 
35. ]ani, A Critical Study ofSriharJa's Nai?adhacaritam, 24. 
36. A.N.jani (A Critical Study of'Srihar?a's Nai?adhacaritam, 85) explains that Bi.ihler notes 

that "all the MSS of the Kiivyaprakiisa found in Kashmir, to which region Mamma\a 
belonged, read 'Barya' instead of'Dhavaka; and he furthermore pointed out that in 
the Sa radii script it would be quite possible for a copyist to mistake the reading of 
llarya's name as Dhavaka." 

37. ]ani, A Critical Study of'Srihar?a's Nai?adhacaritam, 25-28. 
38. Sheldon Pollock, "Sanskrit Literary Culture from the Inside Out" in Literary Cultllres 

in History: T<econstructions from South Asia, ed. Sheldon Pollock (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 2003), 111-112. 

39. The Sanskrit text reads: sukavi-vacasi piitlu!nanyatlu!krtya mohc!d rasa-gatim avadlalya 
prau\ilwm artharn vihc!ya I vibudha-vara-samiije vyiikriyii-kc!mukc!niirrl guru-kula­
vimukhtii!Cirp dhr?fdyai nama 'stu I 1. For details, see N.V.P Unithiri, "The Sanskrit 
Commentary Considered;' journal ofKerala Studies 10 (1983): 219-232. 

40. For other illuminating examples of the ways in which text criticism and the 
application of text-critical methodologies on the maluikcivyaaid in the reconstruction 

of a poem's receptive history and its critical appreciation, see Michael Hahn's 
appendix to Gauri Shankar's edition of Sivasvamin's Kapphi(liibhyudaya [Michael 
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Hahn, "Appendix" in Sivasw1min's Kapphi~~elb/iytidaya or Exaltation of' King Kapphi~w. 
ed. Gauri Shankar (New Delhi: Aditya l'rakashan, 1989), i-xxxvi] and more recently, 
Isaacson and Goodall's critical edition, introductory discussion, and notes of 
Vallabhadeva's commentary on Kalidasa's Ragh11vmpsa [Dominic Goodall and 
Harunaga Isaacson (eds.), The Ragllllpaiicika of Vallabhadcva, Critical Edition with 
Introduction and Notes, vol. 1 (Groningen: Egbert Forsten, 2003)]. 

41. At several points in a collection of essays entitled lkyond Translation: Essays Toward a 
Modem Philology, A.L. Becker discusses Ortega y Gasset's "new philology" [A.L. Becker, 
Beyond Translation: Essays Toward a Modern Philology (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan 
Press, 1995), 106]. See especially the essays entitled ''The Linguistics of Particularity" 
and "On Recapitulation." I thank David Shulman for directing me to this source. 

5. SECONDARY WAVES OF READING 

1. Yigal Bronner, Extreme Poetry (New York: Columbia University Press, 2010), 181. 

2. Aditya Behl discusses the nature of spiritual allegory in the context of sixteenth­
century Indian Sufi romances (rnasnavi) as aiming for these "point-to-point 
correspondences" that serve as "a critical strategy [designed] to explain away 
everything by recourse to this key to all mythologies, motifs, and symbols." For an 
extensive discussion of allegory in medieval South Asia, see Aditya Behl, The Magic 
Doe, ed. Wendy Doniger (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012), 25ff. 

3. Y. Bronner, Extreme Poetry, 181. 
4. Y. Bronner, Extreme Poetry, 85. 

5. This fact is noted in Aufrecht's Catalog11s Catalogorwn (1891: 763) and cited in A.N.jani, 
A Critical Study of'Srihar~a·s Nai$adhacaritam (Baroda: Oriental Institute, 1957), 119. 

6. Naraya~1a explains the distinctive quality of this episode, naming the piece as the 
parica-naliya: id,1nim indn'idi-parica-nali-Sar!ljiimp tmyoda.{ar!l sargam drabhate. 

7. Nai$adhiy" 14.16: sli$yatlti vllco yad-amtlr arrHl$yti!l kavitva-sakte!1 klwl11 te vildst'il;. 
8. Mallini.itha chooses not to read verse 13.5 (in Naraya~!a's text). I suspect Mallinatha 

removes this verse (which begins with the word k$O(Iita) because, otherwise, Indra 
would have five verses devoted to him and the rest of the divinities only four. 
Mallinatha perhaps seeks to preserve the structural symmetry. 

9. See section 1.31 of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
10. See section 1.32 of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
11. See section 1.33 of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
12. A well-known myth describes Indra as clipping the mountains of their wings, thus 

establishing them in a fixed place so they do not dangerously collide with the earth 
and its inhabitants. 

13. Yama's vehicle is a buffalo. 
14. Bronner, Extreme Poetry, 84. 

15. Y. Bronner, Extreme Poetry, 192. For a comprehensive discussion on sle$a as a reading 
practice, see Y.llronner, Extreme Poetry, 155-194. 

16. Y. Bronner, Extreme Poetry, 183. 
17. A.B. Keith, A History of Sanskrit Uterature (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1928), 141. 

Incidentally, Keith's extrapolation that Darnayanti could not understand Sanskrit 
is unsubstantiated. Nothing stated or implied in Srihaqa's poem gives that 
impression. 
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18. S.N. Dasgupta and S.K. De, History of Sanskrit Literature, vol. 1 (Calcutta: University of 
Calcutta, 1947), 328. 

19. See Y. Bronner(Extreme Poetry, 87ff) for an extensive discussion of this interpretation. 
20. Mallinatha's text reads praptum for saptum and satyapare for satyatare. Vidyadhara, 

Ca~l~lupat,l~lita, and Jinaraja also cite this reading. See Handiqui's note on 13.36 for 
details [K.K. Handiqui, Nai~adhacarita of Srihar~a: English Translation with Notes, 2nd 
ed. (Poona: Deccan College, 1965), 344]. 

21. The discussion of catu~koti in the Advaita context is partially built on the 
famous verses 4.83 and 4.84 of the Mc"i(l\iukyakarikas of Gauc;lapada. See Handiqui 
(Nai~adiiCicarita ofSrilwr~a. 529-530) for a full exposition of the primary sources and 
a thoroughgoing summary of the entire philosophical tradition that stems from 
these karikas. 

22. Phyllis Granoff, Philosophy and Argument in Late Vedc"inta: Srihar~a·s 

Klia(l\ianakliWI~akhc"idya (Dordrecht: D. Reidel Publishing Company, 1978), 25Zff. 
23. K.K. Handiqui (Nai~adhacarita ofSrihar$a, 529-532) has a lengthy technical discussion 

of the philosophical significance of Nai$adhiya 13.36 for various commentators. 
24. See chapter 3 for a developed treatment of these commentators' analysis. 
25. See K.K. Handiqui (Nai~adhacarita ofSrilwr~a. 580) for an extensive discussion of the 

mantra in early India's various religious cultures. 
26. Sec chapter 1 for a translation of all three verses. 
27. Caryc;luparyc;lita, according to Jaydev ]ani, also gives klirr1 hrim as the mantra, 

which he alternatively calls the sc"irasvata-mantra. For details, see Jaydev ]ani, 
Nai$adharrzahc"ih"ivya with Cc"i(l~upa(I\lita's Commentary (Jodhpur: Rajasthan Oriental 
Research Institute, 1997), 663. 

28. See section 1.34 of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
29. Although enough evidence has not been marshaled to make a solid argument that 

connects scholars of Sanskrit during this period with intellectuals from various 
sectarian religious groups, it is plausible to assume that Sanskrit commentators 
seeking to read allegorical significance in kavya inhabited similar social and 
intellectual worlds as Sufis, Vai~ryavas, Gorakhpanthis, and nirgu1;1i poets. See 
Allison Busch's discussion of the interaction of Sanskrit and vernacular intellectual 
and religious traditions during the sixteenth century [Allison Busch, Poetry of Kings: 
The Classical Hindi Literature of Mugha!India (New York: Oxford University Press, 
20 11), 24 ff]. To understand better bhakti culture's influence on poets working in the 
sixteenth-century courts of northern India, see also Heidi Pauwels, "The Saint, the 
Warlord, and the Emperor: Discourses of Braj Bhakti and Bundela Loyalty," journal 
of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 52 (2009): 187-228. 

30. See Christopher Minkowski ["On the Success of Nilakarytha's Mahabharata 
Commentary" in Boundaries, Dynamics and Construction of Traditions in South Asia, 
eel. F. Squarcini (Florence: Firenze University Press, zoos)] for a discussion of 
Nilaka~Itha's commentary. Drawing from the commentarial interpretations of 
IWrrzc"iya(la (from the thirteenth to eighteenth centuries), at various points in 
their translation, Robert and Sally Goldman provide examples of such allegorical 
readings of Valmiki's great epic. For example, they explain in a note on 
Sundamkc"i(l\la 36.28 that sixteenth-century Srivai~ryava commentator Govindaraja 
reads the crow episode "as a parable of the soul's flight to Rama as the ultimate 
source of salvation" [Robert P. Goldman and Sally Sutherland-Goldman (trans.), 
The Ramayana of Vc"ilrniki: An Epic of Ancient India. Vol. 5, Sundamka(1<!a (Princeton: 
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Princeton University Press, 1996), 457). The authors cite a number of instances 
where events and characters in the epic are translated into Srivai~r_1ava "parables." 
See also A.K. Rao's article on theologically motivated sle}a readings of IWmaya(ut 
commentators [Ajay K. Rao, "Theologising the Inaugural Verse: Sle~a Reading in 
Rarmlym:za Commentary," journal of Hindu Studies I, no. 1-2 (2008): 77 -92]. 

31. Baldev Upadhyay, K'lsi ki pii(l\iitya-parmnpanl (Varar_1asi: Visvavidyalaya Prakiisana, 
1983), 148ff. 

32. ]aya Seetaramasastri, The Elements ofDarsanas in Srihar$a 's Nai?adha (Repalle, Andhra 
Pradesh: Kiran Hindi Press, 1987), xvii. 

33. Seetaramasastri, The Elements ofDarsanas, lxiii-lxvii. 
34. Seetaramasastri, Tl1e Elements ofDarsanas, xv. 
35. See section 1.35 of appendix I for Sanskrit text. 
36. Sheshedra Sharma, Svartwhcupsa, translated into Hindi from Telugu by jagdish 

Sharma (Ujjain: Kalidas Akademi, 1990), 68. 
37. Meher, in discussing this verse, elaborates their position: "In the present verse, 

the words 'hat]'lsa', 'eka' and 'nirupiikhya-rupa' arc applicable for both the swan 
and Brahman. But the nature of the two 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 an empirical 
point of view. In the Vedanta system, Brahman is known as indescribable Supreme 
Self" [Harekrishna Meher, Philosophical Reflections in the Nai?adhacarita (Calcutta: 
Punthi Pustak, 1989), 296]. 

38. See section 1.36 of appendix I for Sanskrit text. 
39. See section 1.37 of appendix I for Sanskrit text. 
40. Seetaramasastri, The Elements ofDarsarws, ix. 
41. Sometimes, the mantra is spoken of as having sixteen syllables, corresponding 

to the sixteen digits of the moon. Dougl<1ss Brooks describes the silent repetition 
of this mantra as the "centerpiece" of Srividya practice. For details, see Douglas 
Brooks, The Secret of the Three Cities (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990), 
119-120. For more on hrirr1 and the mantras associated with Bhuvanesvari, see 
also C.M. Brown, The Devi GiUI (Albany: State University of New York, 1998), 57-58, 
67-68, 71-73. 

42. Seetaramasastri, The Elements ofDarsanas, xii-xiii. 
43. Sharma, Svartwhcupsa, 5. 

44. Seetaramasastri, The Elements ofDarsanas, xx. 

6. LEGENDS OF THE NAI~ADHfY A 

1. See section 2.10 of appendix 2 for Sanskrit text. 
2. See section 1.38a of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
3. See section 1.38b of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
4. See section 1.38c of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
5. See section 1.39 of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 

6. Other famous examples include the l'rab/l(lvakacarita (thirteenth century) and the 
PrabandlwcintCima~1i (fourteenth century). For a good preliminary discussion of the 
Jain prabandha literature from western India, see Phyllis Granoff, "Jain Biographies 
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of Nagarjuna: Notes on the Composing of a Biography in Medieval India" in Monks 
and Magicians: Religious Biographies in Asia, ed. P. Granoff and K. Shinohar (New Delhi: 
Motilal Banarsidass 1994), 45-66. 

7. See section 1.40 of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
8. Another story cites the eating ofbeans as the means undertaken by Srihar~a to dull 

the intellect. See Bronner, Shulman, and Tubb's translation and discussion of this 
story in Innovations and Tttrning Points in the History of Sanskrit Poetry, ed. Y. Bronner, 
D. Shulman, G. Tubb (Delhi: Oxford University Press; forthcoming). 

9. As discussed in chapter 2, Ci.i~H,lupary<;lita mentions at the beginning of his 
commentary that earlier commentators like Vidyadhara, while learned, did not 
appreciate the Nai$adhiya's depth of reference to philosophical issues. 

10. govinda-ncmdanataya CCI vapu(i sriya ca ma 'smin nrpe kuruta kc!madhiyarr tarw;ya(r I 
astri-karotijagatcir!l vijaye smara(1 strir astri')ana(i punar anena vidhiyate stri I 1. 

11. See section 1.41 of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
12. See section 1.42a of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
13. Here is Srihar~a's description: pavitrita-caturbhuja-vama-bhagii vag; and here is the 

passage he cites from the Purcil)a: tvarr1 puriil}e$vapi vi$(10(1 patniti pathyase. One such 
example is found in Brahmavaivarta Purcl(ia 2.6.13-95. Here Vigm is the husband 
of Lak~mi, Sarasvati, and Ganga; when the quarrelling becomes excessive, Vi~ryu 
sends Gar1ga to Siva and Sarasvati to Brahma. 

14. See section 1.42b of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
15. A.N. ]ani cites this oral story being current among Buhler's pandits [A.N. )ani, A 

Critical Study of Srihar$a's Nai$adl~e~caritam (Baroda: Oriental Institute, 1957), 456]. 
See chapter 4 for the narrative. 

16. See section 1.43 of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
17. See section 1.44a of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. Srihaqa's connection to Bengal 

has been discussed in detail by A.N.Jani (A Critical Study ofSrihar$a's Nai$adhacaritam, 
95-109). The basic arguments in favor of Srihar~a's being a Bengali, or at least his 
having a deep familiarity with Bengali culture, are based on the poet's supposed 
use of Bengali diction and his knowledge of certain customs popular in the region. 
Arguments against locating Srihaqa in Bengal with certitude point to the wider 
geographical distribution implied by his linguistic usages and to his affiliation with 
other regions such as Benares and Kashmir. 

18. See section 1.44b of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
19. See section 1.44c of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
20. See section 1.44d of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
21. Sheldon Pollock, The Language of the Gods in the World of Men (Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 2006), 88. 
22. See section 1.45 of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
23. U.V. Rao suggests a connection among these three works. See U.V. Rao, A Handbook 

of Classical Sanskrit Literature, 3rd eel. (Bombay: Orient Longmans, 1967), 94. 
24. In a famous remembered verse addressed indignantly to the temple priests of the 

jagannatha temple in Puri (or to Lordjagannatha himselt) who refused him entry to 
the temple, Udayana sharply reminds that had it not been for him there would have 
been no one to defend the existence of God (and the existence of the priests) against 
the atheist Buddhists (aisvarya-mada-matto 'si mcim avajiiaya vartase I upasthite$U 
bcwddhe$U mad-adltfnci tava stltiti(r I I) [V. Narayana Rao and David Shulman, A Poem at 
the Right Moment (Herkeley: University of California Press, 1998), 37]. 
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25. See especially a relatively recent volume by Arnold and Blackburn (Telling Lives in 
India. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2004). 

26. Narayana Rao and D. Shulman, Poem at the night Moment, 4. 

27. Bhogilal Sandesara, Literary Circle of Mah<lmiitya Vastupt!la and Its Contribution to 
Sanskrit Literature (Bombay: Singhi]ain Shastra Sikshapith, Bharatiya Vidya 13havan, 
1953), 54. 

28. Velcheru Narayana Rao, "Multiple Literary Cultures in Telugu" in Literary Cultures 
in History: Reconstructions from Sout/1 Asia, ed. Sheldon Pollock (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 2003), 424. 

29. Narayana Rao and D. Shulman, Poem at the [(igltt Moment, 136. 

7. THE TRADITION EXPANDS TO TilE REGIONS 

1. Franco Moretti, Signs Taken for Wonders (London: Verso, 1983), 7. 

2. I borrow these terms from Rita Copeland's study of vernacular translations of Latin 
works in medieval Europe [Rita Copeland, I<ltetoric, l/ermcncutics, and Translation in 
the Middle Ages (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991)). 

3. From the point of view of their aesthetic choices and engagement with the rising 
vernacular languages, the poet Maitkha (early twelfth century) is perhaps closest 
to Srihar~a in spirit. In addition to his complex verse and frequent tendency for 
sle:;;a, Mankha's Sriht(ttlwcarita, for example, like Srihar~a's Nai:;;adhiyacarita, uses 
diction and syntactical structures that resemble usages in the newly developing 
vernacular languages. For details about Martkha's vernacular-inflected language, 

see Bhagavatprasad Bhatt, Srika~tthacaritam-A Swdy (Baroda: MS University of 
Baroda, 1973), 108ff. Both Maitkha (11.42-50) and Srihar~a (seventh canto) also 
include set pieces that become ubiquitous in later non-Sanskrit poetry, such as the 
head-to-toe description of women (naklw-siklta-van,llWa). While the nakha-siklw­
var(lmta is found earlier in the works of Sanskrit authors such as Subandhu and 
Bilhat:ta. Mankha and Srihar~a take the subgenre to new imaginative heights. 

4. A.N. ]ani provides nearly fifty examples (in his appendix 8) of the ways in which 
the idiomatic registers of various South Asian languages have been affected by 
newly created Sanskrit expressions in the Nai~adltiya, concluding that "Srihaqa'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" 
[A.N.Jani, A Critical Study ofSriltar~a·s Nai~adliacaritam (Baroda: Oriental Institute, 
1957), 242]. 

5. For example, like ]ayadeva (Gitagovinda), it appears Srihar~a uses mdtrii meters (of 
sixteen morae or "short syllables"), except that he treats it, as Hemacandra did for 
the first time in the early twelfth century, as a Sanskrit syllabic meter. Mitra cites 

Nai:;;adl1iya 22.46 as an example of the poet's treating an originally non-Sanskrit 
mc1trii meter (sixteen morae, sometimes called "short syllables") as a Sanskrit 
syllabic meter (here, the eleven-syllabled 11pendravajrc! meter) [Arati Mitra, Origin and 
Development of Sanskrit Metrics (Calcutta: The Asiatic Society, 1989), 267; 318]. Other 
than what she interprets as Srihar~a·s use of a matn! meter, Mitra cites the earliest 
case of a vernacular meter being used in a classic non-Jain Sanskrit malu!kdvya to 
occur in Mankha's Srika~ltilacarita, where the poet uses the Apabhrarpsa dolui meter 
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in verses 12.74 to 12.86 (see Arati Mitra, Origin and Development of Sanskrit Metrics, 
318). 

6. Nariiyal)a on 22.51: ,limbcH)'I lala,Iirnbarn iti vii gau,Ia-desa-bhii$iiyiirr bhramarakasya 
sarnJiiii maliiirci$tra-blui$iiyiil!l kiinyakubja-bhii$iiyiir11 ca 'bhiivarcl' iti sa1]1jiiii. 
Ca~J~!upar.J<)ita, Vidyadhara, and)inaraja all read "lala<)<)imbam" for "lasa<)<)imbam" 
(Narayal)a and Mallinatha's reading). 

7. Sec A.N.)ani's appendix 1 (A Critical Study ofSrihar$a's Ncti$adhacaritam, 4-5). 

8. Krishnamachariar describes Kn~1arama as a "pal)<)it in the court of Jaipur, of 
great merit and writer of other poems" [M. Krishnamachariar, History of Classical 
Sanskrit Literawre (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1974), 185]. Kr~l)arama's poetic 
summary of the Nai$adhiya is available in Pt. Sivadatta's introductory preface to 
the Nirnaya Sagar Press edition of the poem. For an English translation of the 
Nai$adliacaritasiira, see Deven Patel, The Evolution of a Sanskrit Literary Culture: A Study 
of the Ncti$ctdlia Tradition in Light of Its Commentaries and Receptive Histories (Ann Arbor: 
UMI Microform, 2006), 17-25. 

9. The Kiivyakalcinidlii is listed as published by the Hindi Sahitya Sammelan (Allahabad, 
1942). I have been unable, however, to gain access to it.)ani writes that it was first 
published by the Venkatesvara Press in Bombay (ed. Varma Satya Jivana, 1936) 

as a "free translation of the original into Sanskrit and Hindi metres" (A.N. )ani, 
appendix 1, A Critical Study of Srihar$a's Nai$adhacaritarn, 4). George Grierson [The 
Modem Vernacular Literature ofHindttstan (Calcutta: Asiatic Society, 1889), 93] writes 
that Guman ji Misar, "skilled in composition and in Sanskrit," flourished in the 
Mughal courts of Muhammad Shah (1719-1748) "under the protection of )ugul 
Kishor 13hatf' and later in Ali Akbar Khan Muhammadi's court. Written in the latter 
king's court, the Kaliinidhi is "an excellent line-for-line commentary in various 
metres of the Nai$adha of Sri Haqa." Mishra also, according to Grierson, "wrote a 
special commentary called Salil on the Parlcanaliya, which is the name of a difficult 
portion of the Nai$adlia:· 

10. N.l'. Unni, Nala Episode in Sanskrit Literature (Trivandrum: College Book House, 
1977), 35. 

11. Unni, Nala Episode in Sanskrit Literature, 55. The four-day dramatic performance 
follows Srihar~a·s Nai$adhiya closely during the first day, after which certain 
changes are made according to taste. A director ofkatliakali performances, Kavalam 
l'annikar explained to me the graceful verses that contain the dialogue between 
the liar11sa and Damayanti (Nai$adhiya 3.1-3.15) are treated with special innovation 
and enacted with gusto by the actors. In addition to the annual presentation of 
the Nalacaritam, Pannikar has recently produced a modern kathakali play called 
Kaliveslwnam (Possession of Kali), which deals with the figure of Kali along the 
lines that Srihar~a has envisioned him in the seventeenth canto of the Nai$adhiya. 
Apparently, there is also a tradition of folk songs related to the Nai$adhiya that 
might have been attached to kathakali tradition. Dr. T.N. Satheesan, a professor 
of Malaya lam at Aligarh University, informs me that during the early twentieth 
century, a few musical plays in Malaya lam came to be written on the Nai$adhiya's 
theme. Scmgeeta 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 eighteen editions with 
33,000 known copies, a distinction that no other Malayalam drama shares. 
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12. A.N. ]ani, A Critical Swdy ofSrihar~a·s Nai;;adhacarittl111, 279. 
13. A.N. ]ani, A Critical Study of Srihar~a·s Nai~wthacaritclln, 281. 
14. Sitanshu Yashaschandra, "From Hemacandra to /lind Svaraj: Region and Power 

in Gujarati Literary Culture" in Litemry Cultures in History: /~econstructions from 
South Asia, ed. Sheldon Pollock (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003), 
580-581; 588. 

15. S.N. Dasgupta and S.K. De, History ofSanskrit Literature, val. 1 (Calcutta: University of 
Calcutta, 1947), 629. 

16. A.N.Jani, A Critical Study ofSrihar~a·s Nai]adhacaritam, 278. 
17. Ananta Tripathy Sharma, Uiva~1yavati (llrahrnapura: Siromar.li Mudrat:~iilaye, 

1978), 8. 
18. Me her writes in his study of Upendra Bhafija: "In the epic 'Kofi-llmhmiir.uta-Sundari' 

(Chapter-XX), Upendra has neatly declared: 'ghcnanaislu1dha paniye' (Take this epic 
as Naislwdha). He is immensely influenced by the 'Naishadhaclulrita' of Sriharsha, 
mostly in regard to similarity of ideas, puns, expressions and style. Also in some 
verses of his other epic poems such as 'Liibanyabati' and 'Stibhadni-Pari~wya,' the 
style and ideas of 'Naishadha Ma!Hlhivya' arc fluently reflected" [llarekrishna 
Me her, Upendra Bharija (Cuttack, Orissa: Kalinga Bharati, 1990), 45]. 

19. Sharma, Lava1,1yavati, 15. 
20. The nimataraka mantra (lit., "saving grace ofRiima") is a repetition ofRiima's name 

in thirteen syllables [srinimajaya ramajayajaya rama], and, like the cintiima(Ii mantra, 
is thought to be especially efficacious for the attainment of creative powers. For 
a discussion of the mantra's influence in the career of the great eighteenth-/ 
nineteenth-century South Indian musician-composer Tyaganlja, see W.J. Jackson, 
Tyagariija and the Renewal of Tradition (Delhi: Motilalllanarsidass, 1994), 125; 234. 

21. Sharma writes (Uiva(lyavati, 6): "We are told that when he confronted the Pandits of 
Orissa in a conference held at Puri under the chairmanship of the then Raja ofPuri, 
he had to undergo an acid test to establish his poetic individuality openly." 

22. For a good introduction to Upcndra Bhafija and his reception in Oriya literary 
culture, see Mayaclhar Mansinha, History of Oriya Literature (New Delhi: Sahitya 
Akademi, 1962), 114-117. See also Joanna Williams, The Two-/leaded Deer: Illustrations 
of the l<arm"iyll(la in Orissa (Berkeley: University of California l'rcss, 1996), 28ff. 

23. K.V. Zvelebil, Tamil Literature (Wcisbaden: Otto Harrasowitz, 1974), 145. 
24. I cite this passage from a draft copy of David Shulman's article, provisionally 

entitled "Ativirariima l'iit,I~iyau's Naifatam and the Sixteenth-Century Imagination." 
It was presented during the Summer Academy held at The Institute for Advanced 
Studies at The Hebrew University of Jerusalem in 2008. I thank David Shulman for 
allowing me access to this early form of the essay. 

25. Shulman and Narayana Rao have recently published the first comprehensive 
English-language study of Sriniitha [Velcheru Narayana Rao and David Shulman, 
Srinatlw: The Poet Wlw Made Gods and Kings (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012)]. 

26. A.N.Jani, A Critical Study ofSrihar~a·s Nai]adhacaritam, 278. 
27. S.G. Tulpulc, Classical Mariif/ii Literature: From tl1e Beginning to A.D. 1818 (Wiesbaden: 

Harrassowitz, 1979), 339. 
28. Tulpule, Classical Man"if/ii Literawre, 318-139. 
29. Important discussions of this subject include Sheldon l'ollock ["Sanskrit Literary 

Culture from the Inside Out" in Literary Cultures in 1/istory: /~econstructions from South 
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Asia, ed. Sheldon Pollock (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003)], which 
contains essays on the literary histories of Sanskrit and India's regional literatures; 
Pollock [The Langtwge of the Gods in the World ofMen (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 2006), 39-130), which comprehensively treats the role Sanskrit literature 
played historically in India's regions; and David Shulman and Yigal Bronner ["A 
Cloud Turned Goose: Sanskrit in the Vernacular Millennium," Indian Economic & 
Social neview 43, no. 1 (2006): 1-30], an introductory essay on the complex role of 
Sanskrit literary culture in many of the regions of South Asia and, in particular, 
southern India. See also Robert Goldman's essay on Sanskrit commentary and 
translation practices in the late medieval and early modern period ["Translating 
Texts Translating Texts: Issues in the Translation of Popular Literary Texts with 
Multiple Commentaries" in Translation, East and West: A Cross-Cultural Approach 
(Selected Conference Papers), ed. Cornelia N. Moore (Honolulu: University of Hawaii 
and East West Center, 1992), 93-105]. 

30. In articulating a Gujarati literary consciousness through his Naliikhyiin-this is the 
first time the word iikhycin is used and the first time the language (bhiikii) is called 
something akin to Gujarati (gtljara-bhiihi)-Bhalat:~'s prefatory remarks position 
the poet and his work in terms of the Sanskrit literary world's cultural capital 
through an economic code of power disparity: the mighty, wealthy, and successful 
Sanskrit literati contrasted with the lowly, poor, and downtrodden Gujarati 
(Naliikhycin 1.1-1.5). See Yashaschandra ("From Hemacandra to Hind Svariij," 580-
581; 588) for a discussion on Bhalat:J and his pivotal role in the formation of early 
Gujarati literary culture. 

31. candra siiraya piikhali hlr!\laliirrl thai chi varasiiti I tihii1)1 kalpanii miihiikavi nimani ehavi 
avr viita I I nalam! tej-nlpiyu saraya yasanlpi sasi dekhi lbrahmii siiciijt~thiijur antargati 
avekhi II jim niimtlrnjllthllrp jii(Ii te Wl(Iik leini viili I tima dhyiitcle jllthiijii(If ravisasini 
kw,~~ali I I [1.1o-12]. 

32. See section 1.46a of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
33. See section 1.46b of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
34. V. Narayana Rao and David Shulman, "Notes on Nai~adhamu" (unpublished, 2008), 5. 
35. See V. Narayana Rao and David Shulman, Classical Telugu Poetry: An Anthology 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002), 26-27; and Mohan La\, Encyclopedia 
oflndian Literatt1re, Volume 5 (New Delhi: Sahitya Akademi, 1992), 4171. 

36. The Piil)inian st1tm in question is 7.1.35 [tuhyos tiitmi cW~y anyatarasyiim]. The two 
sounds are "tu" and "hi;' which are also the markers for forms in the imperative 
mode. The slltm indicates that the imperative markers of "tu" and "hi" can 
optionally (anyatarasyiim) be replaced by the affix "tc!t" when a benedictory sense 
(iisib) is intended. [And so, instead of"jivatu" ("Let one live"), for example, we get 
forms like ')ivatat" ("May one live")). 

37. Narayal)a, for example, says: pha(lina!,I se~iid bhavam utpamw1)1 mahiibhii~ya-lak~a(la­
S(!stram. Mallinatha also clearly explains: sc!stre pii(Iiniye maln!bhii~ye. 

38. Ciil)<;lupa~H,Iita thus explicates pa(Iiblwvah as pa(Iino'patyam, cross-referencing 
Paryini's siitm 6.4.165 [g(!thi-vidathi-kesi-ga(li-pa(linas ca] to arrive at his conclusion 
[tat!n! ca pw1ino 'patymn pc!(Iini!I. 'giithi-vidathi-kesi-ga1,li-pal)ina5 ca' iti. phal)i-bhava ity 
asuddha!1 piitha!I. tuhyor iti lzj St1tnU[l pii(Iine!t. na tu bhii~yakiirasya). In all likelihood, 
the reference probably refers to the Mahiibhii~ya, as there is a long discussion in 
the B!n!?ya on satra 1.1.53 that interrogates the replacement by tiit of the entire 
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endings of "tu" and "hi" and not just their final sounds. Still, as l'ataiijali does not 

deal with the actual slitm 7.1.35 (tul1yos t<ltm·, clsi~yanyatarasyclm), Cii~l<;lupar.J~lita is 

justified to think that the poet's explicit mention of the slitra in the verse signals 
that his intention was to reference Pat.Jini's work and not l'ataiijali's. 

39. See section 1.47 of appendix I for Sanskrit text. 

40. See section 1.48 of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 

41. Bhalat.l, like many of the Sanskrit commentators on Nai~adliiya, begins the preface 
of his work with a deferential nod to his sources and to those more learned 
or fortunate than he. In particular, Ilhalar.l congratulates (tongue-in-cheek) 

those who can enjoy the great sources of Sanskrit literature in the original. 

For vernacular audiences, however, who are like "children"/ "uninitiated" 
(bella) or the "dull-witted" (miiraka-jana), Bhalar.1 writes, he has composed his 

Nalakilycln. As the Gujarati poet is obviously proud of his own work, the playful 

insincerity mimics, in some form, the self-deprecation one often sees in the 

prefaces of Sanskrit commentators. See especially Nah!kl!ycln 1.2 [nai~adl!a cmrlpii 
nu!l!abl"!ratamclryl kavi kiriti ati lidl!i I kti/Lir!ltle prichav<l bha/m.1e blu!h!e e kidl!i I I 
"Poet Vyasa wrote about the Nala episode in the Maln!bliiirata <llld became famous. 
But Bhalary did it in a regional tongue so that even a child could understand] and 

Na/akhycln 1.6 [tcllarnaye sa kala artlw-pada-bandhc bandhiil!l nalclkhyc!n / miiraka-jcma 
moho karav,!ne bhc!lana kave abliilru!ne /I "My Nalakhyan: everywhere word and 

meaning is joined with rhythmic cadence. Ilhalat.J proudly sings to enchant the 
dull-witted"]. 

42. C.N. Shastri ["Commentary-Telugu," in The Encyclopedia of Indian Literature, 
vol. 1, eel. Amaresh Datta (New Delhi: Sahitya Akademi, 1987)] explains that there 

are also at least two known commentaries of Nai~adl!amu in Telugu on this poem, 

the Gu4fiHirtl!a Prakc!sikcl of Ketavarupu Venkata Sastri (late nineteenth century) 

and the Sarvmpkasa Vyakhya of Vedam Venkataraya Sastri (late-nineteenth and 
twentieth century). 

43. V. Narayana Rao and David Shulman, "Notes on Nai~adhamu," 5. 

44. In their recent work (Sriru!tha, 178), V. Narayana Rao <md David Shulman write: 

"Slightly restated, [Srinatha's] diction sounds like Sanskrit, and the syntax speaks 

Telugu. Srini.itha has re-Sanskritized Sanskrit so that it becomes a kind ofTelugu; 

long, lexically electrifying compounds follow Telugumetrical and syntactic breaks 

and rhythms." One is especially directed to chapter 2 of this volume for an intensive 

and extensive discussion of the Nai,~adliiya in light of the Nai~adlwmu. 

45. In their thesis about regional Sanskrit literature's functional relationship with 

vernacular literary production, the authors observe: "Sanskrit participated along 

with the vernaculars in the project of inventing and elaborating distinctive 

regional cultures and identities. Far from occluding such regional distinctiveness 
or uniqueness, Sanskrit is now employed precisely to articulate it" (Shulman and 

Bronner, "A Cloud Turned Goose," 6). It may be useful to explore elsewhere the ways 

in which Sanskrit poems like Salirdayc!ncmda function alongside texts composed in 
the vernaculars not only to articulate a "regionality" but also to reflect a shared 

compositional practice heavily reliant on exegetical purpose and strategy. 

46. Krishnamachariar (History of Classical Sanskrit Literature, 184) explains that 

Kr~ryi.'inanda's "indebtedness to Nai9adhiya being apparent, it is easy to fix his 

time between Srihar~a and Visvanatha [well-known Oriya author of the Sanskrit 
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poetics text Sahityadarpa~w], thus placing him at about the thirteenth century." 
Kr~t:Jananda, as the manuscript colophons make clear, was a minister from a 
Kayastha family in Puri. He was born in the Kapif\jala kula and held the title (upadhi) 
of"Sclndhi-vigmhika mal!apatra" (shared by Visvanatha). 

47. Vachaspati Dvivedi, Sahrdayananda of Malzakavi Srikm1ananda (Varanasi: 
Chowkhambha Vidyabhavan, 1968), 12. 

48. Dvivedi, Salirdayclnanda, 21. 

49. See Dvivedi (Sahrdayananda, 22-23) for a discussion of the poem in light of the 
Nai~adlziya. Krishnamachariar (History of Classical Sanskrit LiterattJre, 184) concurs in 

his comparative assessment: "[Kr~t:Jananda's] poetry is very charming and in this 
respect contrasts very favorably with the work of Srihar~a. on which tradition says 
he wrote also a commentary:· In forming their judgments comparing Srihar~a·s and 
Kr~~1ananda's style, both Dvivedi and Krishnamachariar seem to be influenced by 
the Sahityadarpwza's citing of a Sahrdayananda verse as a model of clear and natural 
expression-incidentally, the most important functional feature of the Sanskrit 
commentary. 

50. Mallinatha on Nai~adhiya 1.117: harpsam abodhi dadarsetyartlza/;1. 
51. See chapter 5 for a discussion of the allegorical readings of this verse. 
52. See section 1.49 of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
53. Srlhar~a imaginatively exploits the imagery of the trivali and the romclvali (delicate 

line of hair above the naval) in no less than nine verses (2.34-35, 7.81-86, 10.27) 

through an array of metaphors. 

54. See section 1.50 of appendix 1 for Sanskrit text. 
55. The interactions between formal and content-related features of Sanskrit 

commentary writing and regional-language translation are present not only 
in translations of Sanskrit kclvya but also of other genres, especially purar:w and 
alarpkc"irasastra. Narayana Rae proposes, for example, that Pottana's Telugu 

translation of the Blzagavata Purii(Ia can be fruitfully studied alongside the famous 
commentary of Sridhara on the Sanskrit Blzagavatam to tease out the kinds of 
relationships I have sought here to form between Sanskrit kavya, commentary, and 
regional-language translation. Similarly, Narayana Rae suggests, one may also look 
at the ways in which Srinatha incorporates into his poem the language and insights 
of such works as Mammata's Kavyapmkasa, the well-known Sanskrit encomium 
Siiryasataka, and Hala's Prakrit Sattasai. I thank Prof. Narayana Rae for alerting me 
to these subjects for future research. 

CONCLUSION 

1. See section 2.11 of appendix 2 for Sanskrit text. 
2. See section 2.12 of appendix 2 for Sanskrit text. 
3. jc!yante kati jajriire kati jani?ycmte katilw k?itau sra?taro nitaram idam ttl kavibhir 

nirmatsami!1 kathyatarn I clpiirvc!para-dak$ir,Iottam-lzarit-sahitya-sirrllzc!sana-svair c!roha­
parclkmmarn bhajatu ka!l srihar$C!Siire!I pam!l I/. 

4. James Porter, "Introduction: What Is Classical about Classical Antiquity" in The 
Classical Traditions of Greece and Rome, ed. James Porter (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 2006), 54. 
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5. Charles Altieri, "Literary Procedures and the Question of Indeterminacy," Act 
and Quality: A Theory of Literary Meaning and Humanistic Understanding (Amherst: 
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APPENDIX 2 

Many of these verses are collected in A.N. ]ani, A Critical Study of Srilwr~a·s 
Nai~adhacaritam (Baroda: Oriental Institute, 1957), appendices 10 and 11: 4Sff. 

1. pra tya k~a -lak~a\Ia-vicak~a (Ia-viid i-vrnda -d u rda n t i-da n ta -da I a nc"in i vi I as a-m ii tram I 
ye~iirrzjayanti ta imejagati pratitii!1 srihar~a-sirrzha-nara-riipa-kara-prahcini(l I 1. 

2. jiyc"in nala(1 sakala-n"ijaka-matili-ratnarrz yat-kirtanar!l sakala-marigalcwH!tanoti I yat­
kirti-nuwktika-gal)iiblwra\liipta-lwr$a-srilwr$a-stuldha-kavitt1 parito bhrmnanti I 1. 

3. anyai(1 kavibhir ak~utltliirrz padc!rabdilarrz supaddhitam 1 samc!daya kavi!1 sreya(1 srimc!n 
lwr$a(l prati~thate I/. 

4. yad vaktrastha-sarasvati-smti-vaca(t sc"istre 'bhavat-kha(l\lanam kc!vye nai$adlwm ll~(Ia­

rasmi-sasinaujclgiyate yad-yugam 1 splliirjat-sphiti-vipak~a-pak~a-dalana-spardhi$tlu­
vidvad-bhatair vidyclsarriyati har~a-misra i\tito gcw\tair agau\lair gll(Iai(I I 1. 

5. Ol!lkciradi-vibhti~al)cl gtlrU-gel(lCl Vii eye! SllV<lkyojjvafa ramyc! Sad/w-pada-kramc!ricita-gati(l 
sridevata-pritidc"i I C$cl sat-pUrtl$clrtha-sadhana-pan! svclnte circ!nandada srihar$oktir 
iyarrz para-srutir aho dedipyate sat-priycl I 1. 

6. ya(z s<ihitya-rasclmrtcibdhi-/ahari-ja/e$U k/zeh!ca/o yas catyart/za-gabhira-tarka:ia/adlzer 
melt he sa manthc!cala!t I mimiirnscl-yuga-sindlw-tclral)a-vidhau ya!z kar(Ia-dhiira(l para!1 
ke~am C$a rna no vinodayati na srihar~a niimc! kavi!z I 1. 

7. srihar$clt kavi-rc"ijata!z krtir abhiit sa kc!pi lokottarcl yasy<i!z kl!elcllla-blnir-mcllli$i-hrdaya­
priisc!da-srrigasthali I nepathyasya vidhir navc!rtha-ghatanc! sakhyo rasa-vyaktaya(1silarn 
sabda-naya(z svayarrzvara-patis Wi$a svayarnnai$adlza!l I I. 

8. sabdc!rtlzobhaya-miila-sakti-kalitc! sad-vrtta-bandhojjvala rn!na-tarka-siphacclwla­
cclzada-vrta bllC!va-prasiinci vrta I srrigiiraika-phala rasaugha-vilasat-pakvc!jagcU:iivikc! 
srihar$okti-mayi mahau$adhi-lawyasyeti kas tarnjayet I 1. 

9. kavi-kufa-pate(l sri/Iar$aSya prabandha-rasiiya(Iai!J pibatc! Srotrair antar-vibJiiivya 
sacetasa(1 I acatura-para-grantlu!vadyai(l prakopam upeyu$a!1 prakrti-vi$amchns ceto­
rogan nv etad apohatu I 1. 

10. kc!vye 'sminn anumanam eva vilasaty ekam khalu prc!yiki mukhyc!larikrtir 1~ijvalo 'pica 
rasa(1 sc"ik$iid asc"ik$iid api I ity etat pratipc!dyam udyatam iva dvandvarrz sudhii-dugdhayor 
gii\lha-sle~am am urn ca deva-sudhiyii sarnviihaniyarn bahu I 1. 

11. kc!vye nai~adlw-niimni dhc!mni subrlwty artlwsya muktc! 'vadher bhiivan diira-nigiillitan 
katham alwrr1 sarvc!n pramc!turn k$ama!z I etasmin dyutimanti santi subahtiny etc!ni 
madlzye blmva(1 siikalyena lab/zeta ko 'pi khan ita vajrc!(li vajrc!kare I 1. 

12. etai(z khal)\lana-klzwz~a-khc!dya-sal!cija-syandair amandai!z suca ku{y,!vartma-visrtvarai!I 
sumanasiim c!pliivitaniir!l muhu!z I unmilat pulakc!vali-vikasana-vyc"ijena jc!nimal!e 
sarvclizgil)atayc! spfwranty aviralodbedlu!!I pramodcirikurc"i!l I 1. 
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