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CHAPTER 11

History of Vaispava Traditions:
An Esquisse

Gérard Colas

Introduction

The present chapter will focus on the history of “Vaisnava traditions” that is, of
organized and institutionalized Vaisnava movements, mainly on the basis of reli-
gious literature and epigraphy. We will use the term “Vaispava” in the rather
anachronistic way in which it is often used today among scholars, namely as
denoting those who worship Visnu and his different aspects as well as the tradi-
tions which they follow. While “Vaisnava” meant only “related with the god
Visnu” in the early period, it also assumed another denotation, namely an affil-
iation with the religion of which Visnu is the god from around the fifth century
AD, for instance, in the title paramavaisnava found on the coins of Traikataka
kings Dahrasena and Vyaghrasena. Kings of the eighth century continued to use
the title paramavaisnava. The Pauskarasamhita, one of the ancient Pancaratra
samhitas, also refers to paramavaisnavas (Jaiswal 1967: 204; Matsubara 1994:
19-20; von Stietencron 1978: 11). The term Vaisnava evokes a conception
of an overarching and syncretic religion for it includes the worshippers of all
aspects considered as those of Visnu, like Krsna, Narasimha, etc. although a
devotee of Krsna, who is classified as a Vaisnava, probably feels more a Krsnaite
than a Vaisnava.

Indian literature employs many terms (like sampradaya, pantha, mata,
siddhanta, parampara, etc.) which could be translated more or less precisely as
“tradition” and which are sometimes translated as “sect,” “system,” “school.”
But a historical study of these Indian terms which often take particular shades
of meaning according to the context is beyond the scope of this chapter. We will
avoid using the term “sect,” not only because this term, which has been used by
scholars to signify socioreligious realities of great diversity, in an Indian context
would need a lengthy discussion, but also because the very status of Indian
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religious traditions and the definition of their members are often obscure and in
any case evolved over the course of time. The use of “school” in this essay will
be reserved for Vaisnava doctrinal systems of the Vedanta which were often
accompanied by socioreligious counterparts.

We will neither follow nor examine ancient Indian doxographical views on
Vaisnavism. Nor shall we study the relations of Vaisnava with non-Vaisnava tra-
ditions and with non-exclusivist milieux which, like Smartas, worshipped several
gods including Visnu. This chapter is not a history of Vaisnavism, which should
discuss all facts and literatures related to the god Visnu and the divine aspects
retrospectively considered as his manifestations. Therefore we will not consider
iconographical data, whose links with a specific Vaisnava tradition are often dif-
ficult to demonstrate, nor fluid oral traditions associated with Vaispavism. A
special emphasis is laid on the rather neglected Vaikhanasa tradition. The social
and political background, for which we have a scanty and uneven documenta-
tion, is not examined.

This chapter does not claim to be exhaustive. It only discusses traditions
which exercised some influence and it is limited by the state of research on the
subject. Many Vaisnava traditions still need a critical examination and study of
their history and their literary sources. The views of scholars remain bound by
the image which each tradition wished to project of itself and of other Vaisnava
traditions under specific historical circumstances. Research also focused on the
aspects which these traditions themselves brought forward — rites with pre-
dominantly ritualistic traditions, doctrine with theologizing ones, devotion with
devotional currents — though most of these traditions were not without specific
views on each of these aspects. The chronology of several Vaisnava traditions
covers such a long period of time and shows such contrasted phases that
we found it convenient to periodize their history according to the successive
tendencies to which they gave shape.

Early Bhagavatism

Bhagavata aristocratic patrons (second century BC to eighth
century AD)

Bhagavatism is the first “Vaisnava” tradition to appear distinctly in history. The
earliest known use of the term bhagavata (literally “relating to Bhagavant,” that
is, the Lord) is clearly associated with aristocratic patrons. Several inscriptions
from the second to first century Bc, all of them found in a limited area of the
present Madhya Pradesh and Rajasthan states, except one from Maharashtra,
record the existence of a Bhagavata cult promoted by local rulers and men of
political importance. This cult, associated with Narayana, Vasudeva (=Krsna)
and sometimes Samkarsana (=Balarama, Krsna’s elder brother), all “Vaisnava”
divine aspects, is often marked by the erection of a Garuda-pillar (in front of a
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temple according to an inscription from Besnagar). In these early inscriptions,
the Bhagavata faith is not in contradiction with the patronage of Vedic rituals
but they do not show with certainty a ritual admixture between these two ten-
dencies, contrary to what has been sometimes interpreted (Meth Srinivasan
1997: 196, about Ghosundi inscription).

The most famous of these epigraphs is the Garuda pillar inscription of
Besnagar (near Sanchi, Madhya Pradesh) usually dated second or first century
BC (Sircar 1942: 90). Its Prakrit text relates the setting up of a Garuda pillar in
honor of Vasudeva by a Greek ambassador Heliodora (=Heéliodoros) of
Ta[khkha]sila (=Taxila), the Bhagavata. It mentions that three steps to immor-
tality, when well practiced, lead to heaven: self-control, generosity, and vigilance
(dama, tyaga, and apramada), three virtues also extolled in the Mahabharata
(Brockington 1998: 266). Another inscription from Besnagar, in probably the
same period, records the setting up of the Garuda pillar of an “excellent temple”
(prasadottama) of the Lord (Bhagavat) in the twelfth regnal year of a king named
Bhagavata (here a proper name, not the name of a religious tradition), usually
identified with a Sunga king (Jaiswal 1967: 153).

An inscription of Pratapgarh (not far from Besnagar and today in the
Chitorgarh District of Rajasthan) dated probably second century Bc records, in
a sanskritized Prakrit, the erection of a pillar by Utararakhita who is said to be
a sacabhagavata, “true[?] bhagavata” (Salomon 1998: 240). The Ghosundi
stone inscription in Sanskrit dated first century Bc (on the basis of its script) was
found near Nagari (Chitorgarh District). This inscription, usually read with the
help of the Hathibada inscription which bears a similar text, records the build-
ing of a “stone-enclosure for the place of worship” (pfijasilaprakara) called “the
enclosure of Narayana” for the gods Samkarsana and Vasudeva by a Bhagavata
king Sarvatata, performer of an asvamedha sacrifice (Sircar 1942: 91-2).

The Nanaghat cave (Maharashtra) inscription of the Satavahana queen
Nayanika, usually dated second half of the first century Bc, though not explic-
itly using the term bhagavata, begins with an invocation to various gods includ-
ing Samkarsana and Vasudeva and records the sacrificial fees given to priests for
the queen’s husband’s sacrifices (including an installation of Vedic fires, two
asvamedhas and a rajasiiya) (Sircar 1942: 186-90).

By contrast with that early period, the extant epigraphic documents of the
first three centuries of the Christian era do not seem to specifically mention
Bhagavatas nor any other particular “Vaisnava” tradition. In this regard, textual
sources are the only possible evidence for this period. The Bhagavad-gita (prob-
ably first century Ap) (Brockington 1998: 147) has been assumed to correspond
to a Bhagavata tendency or even affiliation (Esnoul 1956: 155; Matsubara
1994: 2). However it does not contain the word bhagavata. The Harivamsa, a
“supplement” (khila) to the Mahabharata (usually dated third to fourth, some-
times first to third centuries Ap), mentions a ksatriya devotee, Akrira, paying
hommage to Ananta (the lord of the serpents) who is qualified as Bhagavata,
with “Bhagavata mantras,” an expression which could refer to sacred formulas
of a Bhagavata religious community (Couture 1986: 224-5; Couture 1991: 77;
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Brockington 1998: 326). The Narayaniyaparvan of the Mahabharata, dated
third to fourth/fifth century Ap (Brockington 1998: 152; Schreiner 1997a: 1;
Oberlies 1997: 86), does not associate any particular meaning with the term
bhagavata: the reference to bhagavatapriyah in verses 327.2 and 331.43 is too
general, the Poona edition accepts bhagavataih in 332.16 but as an uncertain
reading and rejects the term bhagavata as a variant reading in 322.22 and 324.1.

The term bhagavata reappears in epigraphy with the Gupta period mainly
in the compounds paramabhagavata (“supreme bhagavata”) and mahabhagavata
(“great bhagavata”), current epithets of monarchs and rulers. The Gupta emper-
ors from Candragupta II (fourth century) onwards styled themselves as Param-
abhagavatas. The same epithet was applied to Dhruvasena I (fifth century) in
Saurashtra, Samksobha (early sixth century) in Central India, Candavarman
and Nandaprabhanjanavarman, Kalinga monarchs of Orissa in the late fifth
and early sixth centuries (Jaiswal 1967: 201 sqq.), several kings of the so-called
Sarabhapuriya dynasty (seventh to eighth centuries) (von Stietencron 1978:
11), and king Srivijaya Nandivarman of the Salankayana dynasty who ruled
over the regions of Godavari and Krsna in Andhra in the second half of
the fifth century Ap (Jaiswal 1967: 205). A Badami (Southern Deccan) sixth-
century cave inscription records the patronage of the founding of a cave temple
and the consecration of an image of Visnu in it by king Mangalesa, a
Mahabhagavata born in the family of the Calkya-s (=Calukyas) who performed
sacrifices like agnistoma, agnicayana, vajapeya, paundarika, bahusuvarna, and
asvamedha (Sivaramamurti 1966: 204—6). It appears from this sixth-century
inscription that as in the earlier period, the aristocratic followers of Bhagavatism
did not see any contradiction between their performance of Vedic sacrifices and
the worship of the image of Visnu. It may be noted that the Tamil text Paripatal
(fifth or sixth century) which depicts Krsna with Balarama, also mentions
Garuda’s banner and Tirumal (=Visnu or Krsna) as manifesting himself in the
Vedic sacrificial post and fire (Gros 19 68: xlix). But this text does not contain any
explicit reference to Bhagavatism.

It however remains difficult to evaluate from the above evidence to what
extent the aristocratic patrons of Bhagavatism from the second century Bc to the
eighth century Ap were personally engaged in this tradition or religion. We do
not know whether Bhagavata gods were merely their tutelary deity or whether
these patrons underwent an initiation, nor do we have any precise informa-
tion on the type of rite they performed. No documentation enables us to know
whether Bhagavatism had a popular basis and whether it was an independent
tradition with organized institutions.

Bhagavata priests in fifth- to sixth-century sources
The term bhagavata was also applied to a group of priests in charge of ritual

installation of images of Visnu in epigraphical and textual sources from the fifth
to sixth century Ap. But this does not imply that all Bhagavatas were priests. A
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fifth-century Sanskrit inscription of southeast Asia found in the ruins of the
monument of Prasat Pram Loven of the Fu-nan (a kingdom which comprised
the Mekong delta), mentions Bhagavatas among those who should enjoy the gift
which Gunavarman donated to a newly installed footprint of Visnu named
Cakratirthasvamin. These Bhagavatas are probably the priests of that image
(Coedes 1931; Bhattacharya 1961). The Brhatsamhita of Varahamihira (sixth
century) prescribes that the ritual installation of an image should be performed
by those devoted to that god — Bhagavatas in the case of Visnu — according to
their own rule (svavidhi) (chap. 60, verse 19, in Kern's edition). An earlier verse
(12) in the same chapter stipulates that during this installation, the “twice-
born” (dvija) priest should sacrifice into the fire with the mantras which corre-
spond to the god to be installed. We may infer from this that in the case of Visnu,
a twice-born Bhagavata sacrifices with Vaisnava mantras.

Yogic and Ascetic Traditions (third to ca. fifth century AD)

Besides the Bhagavata worship evidenced mainly through epigraphy, Sanskrit
literature from around the third century Ap, attests a tendency which stresses
asceticism and yoga in association with devotion for Narayana. The existence of
organized Vaisnava ascetic communities in this period cannot be excluded,
though documentation to sustain this hypothesis is scanty. The early Pancaratra
and Vaikhanasa traditions promoted this yogico-ascetic-cum-devotional ten-
dency. A main trait of the early Paficaratra view of ritual is non-injury, perhaps
in answer to the Buddhist criticism of Vedic rites. The Vaikhanasa tradition,
especially as represented in its Smartasutra, transformed Vedic types of rite and
included image worship. This probably answered the questions which arose
about the nature of ritual itself, on what the relations between Vedic rite and piija
could be, and, perhaps, how far they could be combined in a devotional context.

Early Paiicaratra and the Narayaniyaparvan of the Mahabharata

Scholars are not unanimous about the origin of the term paricaratra as applied
to a Vaisnava tradition. Some trace it to the Satapathabrahmana (13.6.1)
(usually dated between tenth and seventh centuries Bc), which contains the
oldest available occurrence of the term “pancaratra”: this passage describes the
god Narayana performing a paricaratra (“five nights”) purusamedha sacrifice, after
which he is said to have surpassed all beings and become the entire universe.
Modern scholars have proposed various explanations of the name (van Buitenen
1971:6sqq.; Neevel 1977: 8-10; Brockington 1998: 299-301). Pancaratra has
also been said to be connected with the Ekayana, a lost Vedic sakha (“school”).
Old Pancaratra texts mention Ekayana mantras and Ekayana adherents
(Matsubara 1994: 54; Bhattacharya 1967: 206). But the Narayaniyaparvan
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(NP) of the Mahabharata (12, 321-39) does not seem to mention the word
ekayana, although it refers to Pancaratra (Schreiner 1997 (ed.), Lemma-Index).
Some scholars consider the link of the Pancaratra tradition with this
Ekayanasakha as a late fiction (Renou 1985a: 205).

The NP is the oldest known source to record several theological and ritual
characteristics of an ancient Pancaratra tradition, though it does not explicitely
originate from the Pancaratra milieu. Devotion (bhakti), omnipresent in the
NP, is addressed to the god Narayana, who also bears other names like Hari,
Vasudeva, and Visnu. Without being anti-Vedic or Tantric in character, it tends
to subordinate Vedic rituals to its own renunciative ideology which upholds non-
injury (ahimsa) and rites without animal sacrifice. The NP does not refute the
way of ritual action (pravrtti), but harmonizes it with suspending ritual activity
(nivrtti) and replacing it by yogic devotional practices. All sacrifices, whether exe-
cuted with the expectation of fruits or not, are said to ultimately go to Narayana
in whom the “exclusive worshippers [of Narayana|” (ekantins) finally enter. It has
been suggested that the NP perhaps evokes a concept equivalent to that of
release while living (Schreiner 1997b: 178).

The term bhagavata which seems to refer to devotees of Narayana in general
in the NP does not appear to be synonymous with the term paricaratra in this
text. Satvata (which originally referred to the clan of Krsna and later to his wor-
shippers) appears more or less as an equivalent of paricaratra in chapter 336,
which belongs to the later part of the text (chapters 327-39, probably completed
by the fourth to fifth centuries according to Schreiner 1997a: 1). This is not
certain in chapter 322, which belongs to the earlier part (chaps. 321-6, prob-
ably written in ca. 200-300 AD, ibid., and Oberlies 1997a: 86). Verses 17-25 of
chapter 322 depict the domestic rites and conduct of King Uparicara Vasu who
practiced non-injury towards all beings, and being a devotee of Narayana, con-
sidered himself, his kingdom and his possessions as belonging to Narayana. He
worshipped the Lord of the gods following the Satvata method (vidhi) of worship
promulgated by the Sun god, he then worshipped the ancestors with the rest of
the previous worship. He distributed the rest of the ancestor worship to vipras
(Brahmanas or priests?) and others and consumed that which remained. In
verses 23—4, the king is said to have performed “the best rites” (paramakriyah),
optional (kamya), periodical (naimittika), and daily (yajiiya), following the
Satvata method. He used to feed in his house the knowers of the Pancaratra
(paricaratravit), a group which may or may not be different from the Satvatas. But
in another passage of the older part of the NP (324, 28), King Uparicara Vasu
is described as offering the five kalas to Hari, an expression which could be under-
stood as referring to the Pancaratra way of worship. This could either mean that
the king practiced two ritual systems or that Satvata is the same as Pancaratra
or, as it has been suggested, that Satvata could be a branch of Pancaratra
(Schreiner 1997a: 10).

According to the NP, the Paicaratra-knowers who have attained the state of
ekanta enter Hari (337, 67). The Pancaratra is said to be a “great upanisad”
which subsumes the four Vedas, Samkhya, and Yoga into itself (326, 100). The
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NP refers to two concepts which became essential in later Pancaratra: the four-
emanation theogony and the five-kala worship. The four emanations bear the
names of divine aspects known in mythology and iconography long before the
NP: Krsna-Vasudeva, Samkarsana (Krsna's elder brother), Pradyumna (Krsna's
son by Rukmini), and Aniruddha (Pradyumna’s son). The specificity of the
Pancaratra teaching is its reinterpretation of these divine aspects in a cosmo-
logical perspective. While, at a later time, Pafncaratra samhitas name these
emanations as vyuhas, the NP employs the terms miirti (326, 66-70) and
miirticatustaya (326, 43) to refer to them, though it uses the name vytiiha in verse
336, 53, where Hari is said to consist of one, two, three, or four vyiihas. Chapter
326 (31-41) describes the unborn, unperishable Vasudeva, supreme soul,
purusa beyond qualities (guna), entering the five elements which together are said
to be his body. Thus Vasudeva is said to be born and is named jiva (soul), the
“knower of the field” (ksetrajna) and is called Samkarsana. From this soul pro-
ceeds Pradyumna who is the mind (manas) of all beings and into which all beings
disappear at the time of dissolution. From this arises Aniruddha who is the
ego (ahamkara) as well as agent, effect and cause (kartr, karya, karana) and from
whom sentient and insentient beings come into existence. Samkarsana,
Pradyumna, and Aniruddha as well as the entire universe arise from and dis-
solve into Vasudeva. Verses 68—9 mention the four emanations and the creation
which ensues from them, Brahma the creator of the world being born of
Aniruddha. Chapter 332 describes the four miirtis in the path of release: having
become minute, the “best of the vipras” enter the divine being (deva) from which
they reach and stay in Aniruddha’s body. Having become mind, they enter
Pradyumna. Leaving Pradyumna they enter Samkarsana who is the jiva. Then,
freed from the three gunas and pure, they enter ksetrajia who transcends
the gunas. Practicing penance and having attained ekanta, they finally enter
Vasudeva who is the abode of all beings (14-19).

The NP refers to the practice of paricakala. This characteristic Pancaratra
notion, current in the Pancaratra Sambhitas, refers to five observances of the day:
abhigamana (“approaching [of the god],” that is, morning prayer, ablutions, etc.),
upadana (collection of material of worship), ijya (“sacrifice,” that is, worship),
svadhyaya (textual study), and yoga (meditation) (Gonda 1977: 72). The NP
qualifies the ekantin worshippers of Hari as “knowers of the five kalas”
(paricakalajiia) (323, 42). King Uparicara Vasu is described as offering the five
kalas to Hari after he fell into a ravine because of non-observance of ahimsa (324,
28). Pancakalakartrgati, that is, “the one who is the resort of the performer of
the paricakala,” is one of the 171 epithets of Narayana, who is also designated as
pancaratrika (325, 4).

Early Vaikhanasa tradition

Although an often discussed passage of the Chandogya-upanisad (3.17.6)
(which mentions a Krsna) and comparatively late Vedic texts are associated to
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some degree with Vaisnavism, no Vedic sakha is so closely and exclusively con-
nected with Vaisnavism as the Vaikhanasa sakha is. Two medieval Vaikhanasa
texts, the Anandasamhita and Adisamhita, ascribe the Vaikhanasa sakha to
the Yajurveda. The first identifies Vaikhanasa with Aukhya sakha, whereas the
second considers them as distinct. Dharmasastras often consider Vaikhanasas,
like Phenapas and Valakhilyas, as hermits (vanaprasthas), those who enter the
third stage of life in the varnasrama system. In the NP, the Vaikhanasa seers are
the second group after the Phenapas to receive the Ekantadharma (336, 14),
Soma is the third to receive it, and Valakhilya seers are the fourth. However the
Vaikhanasasmartasitra itself does not mention a category of hermits named
Vaikhanasas unless the Vairinca category mentioned in that text should be
identified with Vaikhanasa hermits.

Both Vaikhanasa Vedic siitras namely, srauta and smarta (probably later than
the fourth century and earlier than the eighth century) are attributed to a sage
Vikhanas by the Vaikhanasa tradition. The oneness of their authorship is upheld
by Caland in his posthumous edition of the Vaikhanasasrautasttra (1941:
xxv). Their South Indian origin is sometimes questioned but with no serious
arguments.

Several passages of the Vaikhanasasrautasitra reveal a strong tendency
towards devotion to Visnu or Narayana. Meditation on these two divine aspects
accompanies the performance of several ritual acts. The tirdhvapundra, a main
emblem in later Vaisnavism, which the patron of the sacrifice should draw on
several parts of his own body, is eulogized. Some of the mantras which the text
prescribes do not belong to known Vedic collections, but their full text seems to
be lost. The Vaikhanasasmartasitra which consists of both Grhya and Dharma
parts, frequently mentions devotion to and meditation on Visnu or Narayana. It
prescribes the installation and daily worship of Visnu's image at home, in a
temple (perhaps private), or in a sacrificial pavilion which contains ritual fires.
These rites involve the recitation of two mantras: the 8-syllable (om namo
narayanaya) and 12-syllable (om namo bhagavate vasudevaya) mantras which
became very important in the later Vaisnavism. They also include elements
which figure prominently in later medieval Vaikhanasa rituals, like the invoca-
tion of the four aspects of Visnu, that is, Purusa, Satya, Acyuta, and Aniruddha
and the introduction of divine power (sakti) into the image before worship.

The Vaikhanasasmartasutra is the only known text of its kind to prescribe a
ceremony of entry into the hermit stage of life. It describes hermits devoted to
Visnu and practicing a yoga which involves 10 external observances (niyama)
(bathing, cleanliness, study, ascesis, generosity etc.) and 10 internal observances
(yama) (truthfulness, kindness, sincerity, etc.). The practice of yoga is still more
important in the fourth stage of life, that of the renouncer who aims at uniting
his self with the Supreme Self. Besides the practice of the varnasrama duties
which culminates in renunciation, the Vaikhanasasmartasitra also describes
yogic paths leading to the Brahman without qualities. It contrasts action “with
desire” (sakama) that is, seeking fruits in this world and the other, with “desire-
less” (niskama) action that is, the disinterested performance of what is prescribed.
Desireless action is of two kinds: “activity” (pravrtti) and “disengagement”
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(nivrtti). “Activity” signifies yogic practices and procures yogic powers, but does
not procure release from further births. “Disengagement” characterizes those
yogins for whom the only reality is the Supreme Self and who, having abandoned
householder life, realize the “union [yoga] of the individual self with the
Supreme Self.” The Vaikhanasasmartasutra distinguishes three classes of these
yogins, Saranga, Ekarsya, and Visaraga (or Visaraka), the first two classes com-
prising respectively four (anirodhaka, nirodhaka, margaga, vimargaga) and five
(diiraga, adiiraga, bhriimadhyaga, asambhakta, sambhakta) categories. The anirod-
hakas only practice meditation on Visnu, while the rest of the Sarangas employ
methods known from the classical Yogasastra. Among the Ekarsyas, the diiragas
meditate on the occult body with its subtle veins (nadika), whereas the adiiragas
meditate on the Supreme Self (paramatman). The asambhakta conceives the deity
as the unique object of his sensorial perceptions: he contemplates the deity in its
form, enjoys its perfume, and salutes it, a devotional attitude reminiscent of the
Alvars, the Tamil Vaisnava saints.

Several groups of yogins are disapproved or even rejected. The vimargagas are
“those who go the wrong way,” probably because they distort the (right) object
of the meditation (which is the Supreme Self, paramapurusa, according to a late
commentary), although they practice “eight-limbed” (astanga) yoga, consisting
of yama, niyama, asana, etc. which the Yogasiutras describe. The bhrimadhyagas
are said to be “without authority” (nispramana). The visaraga class of yogins
which groups adherents of various currents and doctrines, is condemned.
Qualified as “beasts” (pasu) and said to follow the “wrong path” (kupatha), they
reject the possibility of release in their current lifetime. This suggests that the
author of the Vaikhanasasmartasitra believes in what is generally known as
release while living. This viewpoint as well as the primacy of Brahman without
quality (nirguna) over Brahman with quality (saguna) differs from the position of
the later Vaisnava Vedantic school of Visistadvaita (Colas 1996: 17-44).

Ritualistic and Devotional Traditions
(Sixth to Thirteenth Centuries)

From the sixth century onwards, several Vaisnava currents gradually built up a
textual corpus which helped them to fix and define their own tradition.

Alvars

The 12 Alvars, Tamil poet-saints, composed devotional poems (collected under
the title Nalayira-divyaprabandham in the tenth century) from about the sixth
or the early seventh to about the ninth century. Although they did not form a
homogenous tradition, their influence on other Vaisnava currents gives them an
important place in the history of South Indian Vaisnavism. We know nothing of
their affiliation to any specific Vaisnava tradition, if they had any. Periya-alvar
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and Tontaratippoti may have been temple priests, but the ritual system
(Vaikhanasa, Pancaratra, or other) they practiced is not known. Like other devo-
tees of their time, the Alvars were probably often engaged in pilgrimage, since
their poems praise the presiding deities of 97 south Indian Vaisnava temples.
These poems exhibit a high degree of learning and literary skill and can hardly
be termed as “popular literature.”

Yogic practices like meditation play an important role in the Divyapraband-
ham. The earlier Alvars, Poykai, Putattu, Péy and Tirumalicai sing of the mystic
union with Mayon (Krspa) attained through meditation and temple worship.
Nammalvar (Catakopan), a later Alvar (seventh or early eighth century), is pre-
sumably the first to express devotion to Mayon in terms of the passionate love of
a girl for her beloved (Hardy 1983: 307). Several poems of the Divyapraband-
ham seem to show a kind of nondualism between the individual soul and God
and even the notion of release obtained while alive (Hardy 1983: 440-1).
Though they cannot be said to illustrate a particular theological system, they
could be considered as poetical formulations of attitudes comparable to those
found in the NP and in the Vaikhanasasmartasutra.

Soon after the last Alvar, South Indian Vaisnava traditions encouraged the dif-
fusion of the Divyaprabandham. Hagiography credits (Sriranga-)Nathamuni
(probably tenth century) with the rediscovery of these poems. From his time
onwards, the 4,000 stanzas of the Divyaprabandham were canonized and
recited in the Shrirangam temple, a practice which spread to other Vaisnava
temples in South India. The Koyil Oluku, chronicle of the Shrirangam temple,
describes the duties of the Araiyars or Vinnappan-ceyvar, literally “supplicants”
who were and still are, in charge of chanting and illustrating (by stylized ges-
tures) the Divyaprabandham and enacting simple religious dramas. The oldest
known inscription mentioning the Araiyars goes back to the end of the eleventh
century. Today, male descendants of hereditary lineages of Araiyars perform in
three temples of Tamil Nadu (Shrivilliputtur, Shrirangam, and Alvar-tirunagari)
and in the temple of Melkote in Karnataka (Hari Rao 1961: 78-9, 90;
Venkataraman 1985).

Sattvatas and Bhagavatas

Sattvatas and Bhagavatas formed groups which are difficult to identify since the
meaning of these terms changed according to the historical context. Though
Sattvata (sometimes in the orthography Satvata) sometimes appears to be
synonymous with Pancaratra (Matsubara 1994: 60-2), it may not always
have been the case as we saw in a passage of the NP. A ninth-century Cambodian
inscription (stele of Prasat Komnap) which records the foundation by
Yasovarman I of a Vaispava monastery (vaisnavasrama) designed to feed
Vaisnavas, mentions three denominations among them: paricaratra, bhagavata,
and sattvatas, but it does not yield any precise definition of sattvata (Coedés 1932:
88-112).
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Several scholars consider that the term bhagavata refers to a group of Vaisnava
Smartas which was already in existence in the sixth century Ap and was still
widespread in south India at the beginning of the twentieth century. These
Bhagavatas are said to adhere to nondualism and worship the five gods Visnu,
Siva, Durga, Siirya, and Ganesa, consider Visnu equal to Siva, by contrast with
other Smartas who prefer Siva to Visnu. Their main scripture is said to be the
Bhagavatapurana and their mantra om namo bhagavate vasudevaya (Farquhar
1967: 142-3; 181; 233; 297-8). A “Bhagavatasampradaya” group of
Vaisnavas having the above characteristics was known until recently in the
Kannada country. Its priests officiate in temples, several of them in Udipi. Curi-
ously, they follow the Saivagama (not the Pancaratragama) ritual, though they
seem to have integrated Pancaratra ritual elements (Siauve 1968: 11-12).
Bhagavata is also the name of Brahmin actors of kiicipiidi who enact plays on
Vaisnava themes in the Telugu country (Sastry 1991: 64).

The significance of the term bhagavata vis-a-vis the term paricaratra fluctuated
from the seventh century onwards. It signified devotee of the Lord in general
including Pancaratrins or referred to the follower of a specific Bhagavata tradi-
tion or was taken as synonymous with Pancaratrin. Bana's Harsacarita (seventh
century) clearly mentions Bhagavata and Pancaratrika as distinct groups.
Vaikhanasa texts of around the tenth century set the Bhagavatas and
Pancaratrikas apart. They describe Bhagavatas as “tonsured,” their doctrine
being “secondary” and their scriptures being “mixed” (Colas 1996: 173). But
by the eleventh century Visistadvaitins like Yamuna and Ramanuja identify
Bhagavatas with Pancaratrins.

Evidence from Cambodian epigraphy shows that a Bhagavata could be one
who performs temple rites and perhaps also a Pancaratra expert or one who
resides in a Vaisnava monastery. The mid-seventh-century deteriorated inscrip-
tion of the stele of Baset found at Battamban records that the acarya Dharmapala
who was born in a Bhagavata family installed an image of Acyuta and mentions
his (?) expertise in Pancaratra (Coedés 1942: 193-5). A ninth-century inscrip-
tion of Prasat Kok Po relates the ritual installation of an image of Hari in
857 AD by a “Bhagavata kavi” named Srinivasakavi who was the preceptor
of Jayavarman III. It also mentions a member of Srinivasakavi's family,
Amrtagarbha, who bore the title Bhagavata (Coedés and Dupont 1937: 389-90).
The above-mentioned ninth-century inscription of Prasat Kommnap lists the
qualifications of those Bhagavatas who are eligible to reside in the Vaisnava
monastery: they practice the three sandhya rites, observe good conduct and
textual study, are not householders, restrain their senses, have nowhere to stay
during the rainy season, and eat one meal a day.

The expansion and influence of the Paiicaratra system

The early history of the Pancaratra and of its corpus after the NP (see above) still
remains uncertain (Matsubara 1994: 17 sqq.). Modern scholarship tends to
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ascribe the oldest extant Pancaratra texts to the sixth century at the earliest, but
still discusses the region of their compilation (Gonda 1977: 56; Gupta 1972: xxi;
Matsubara 1994: 18-21). The Jayakhyasamhita, one of the Pancaratra ancient
texts, mentions the Vaikhanasa group which is presumably of south Indian
origin (Colas 1996: 22 n. 1; 53 n. 1).

Bana (seventh century) mentions the Pancaratrikas. The Advaitin Sankara
(eighth century) refers to the adherents of the Pancaratra (paricaratrasiddhantins)
in his commentary on Brahmasiitra 2, 2, 44. His criticism of their tenets proves
that the Pancaratra doctrine was well-known in his time in south India. In
spite of the importance of the Pancaratra tradition, inscriptions referring to it
are scanty (Smith 1968). A Tirumukkudal (Chengalpattu district of Tamil
Nadu) inscription of Virarajendra Cola (1063-9) records a donation to the
Vaikunthaperumal temple partly for the maintainance of a Vedic college where
Mahapancaratra and Vaikhanasa, among other subjects, would be taught
(Sankaranaranayan 1983: 18-19). A Tiruvarur (Tanjore district of Tamil
Nadu) inscription of the twelfth century mentions the Pancaratrasamhitas as
authoritative in matters of architecture besides Vaikhanasa scriptures,
Saivagamas, etc. (cf. S.I.I. 17: 270).

In fact, Cambodian epigraphy provides a comparatively larger and earlier doc-
umentation on Pancaratra (often in the orthography Pancaratra). The seventh-
century Thvar Kdei inscription mentions the well-known Pancaratra caturvyiiha
concept. This notion, though not the term vyitha, apppears in inscriptions of Koh
Ker (during the reign of Jayavarman IV, 921-41 Ap), Pre Rup (961 Ap, Rajen-
dravarman), Prasat Kok Po (during the reign of Jayavarman V, 968—1001 AD)
(Bhattacharya 1961: 98). The already mentioned Baset inscription (between
648 and 657 Ap) informs us about a person who performs the five sacrifices
(yajna), follows the five timely observances (paricakalabhigamin), and knows the
five elements “of those well-versed in the meaning of Pancaratra doctrine.”
These observances probably refer to those of Pancaratra, and abhigamin in the
compound pancakalabhigamin perhaps alludes to the first of them, abhigamana,
that is, morning prayer, ablutions, etc. (Bhattacharya 1964: 50; 1965). A later
inscription from the reign of Rajendravarman (944—68 AD) mentions a priest
“proficient in Pancaratra” and “knower of the five timely observances
(paricakala)” (Coedeés 1953: 121). The already mentioned Prasat Komnap stele
inscription (late ninth century) mentions knowers of the Pafcaratra precepts
(paricaratravidhanajiia) among guests to be honored, which means perhaps that
they were not permanent residents of the Vaisnavasrama (Coedes 1932: 88-112,
esp. 98). The Kup Trapan Srok stele in Khmer records the activities of a sacer-
dotal family, an ancestor of whom, named Kavisvarapandita, followed the
Pancaratra observances, was the head of four hermitages, installed an image of
Bhagavati (in 1003 Ap) and a linga. Other members of his family installed
various non-Vaisnava representations like Candi and lingas (Coedes 1942:
129-33). Could this indicate a tolerant or syncretististic Vaisnavism which
would be peculiar to ancient Cambodia?
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These inscriptions demonstrate the influence of Pancaratra in this part of
southeast Asia as early as the seventh century, that is, not much later than the
composition of the oldest known Pancaratra samhitas. Pancaratra rituals and
doctrine often inspired such systems as ViSistadvaita, Dvaita, and later Vaisnava
schools. Important Pancaratra texts were still being written in India in the
seventeenth century (Matsubara 1994: 34-5).

Vaikhanasa corpus of temple rituals

By contrast with the influential Pancaratra corpus, Vaikhanasa scriptures, their
siitras, and the texts which govern their temple rites (here called “medieval
corpus” for the sake of convenience), remained comparatively less known to
non-Vaikhanasas. This may be partly due to the fact that the Vaikhanasa tradi-
tion was reputed as a Vedic sakha and not as a group to which one adhered
through initiation. Nevertheless it greatly contributed to the growth of public
temple worship in South India before the reforms of Ramanuja who is said to
have favored the Pancaratra method of worship.

The evolution of the Vaikhanasa community from its renunciative traits to
professional priesthood practicing temple rites aiming at the prosperity of the
society is not well known. It appears in a Karnataka copper-plate dated 828 Ap
that Vaikhanasas also worshipped non-Vaisnava deities: this inscription men-
tions that a Vaikhanasa named Devasarman of the Kasyapa clan was commis-
sioned to worship the image of a sword-bearing goddess for King Rajamalla II.
Later south Indian inscriptions (especially from the eleventh century onwards),
however, record Vaikhanasas as priests in Vaisnava temples. One of them, an edict
of the Cola King Rajaraja I, applicable to Cola, Tontai, and Pandya regions, allows
villagers to confiscate and sell properties on which Vaikhanasas (among others)
have not paid due taxes, thus indicating the affluence of the Vaikhanasas of that
period. Epigraphic evidence attests that in the eleventh to twelfth centuries the
Vaikhanasa tradition was considered both as a Vedic sakha and reputed for the
architectural and iconographic teachings of its scriptures (Colas 1996: 58—64).

The main part or totality of the medieval corpus of Vaikhanasas was proba-
bly composed in a rather short period between ninth and thirteenth/fourteenth
centuries, that is, much later than their siitras. Vaikhanasas considered it as a
continuation with their siitra corpus and forming with it what they call the
Vaikhanasasastra. Its designation by the late expression “Vaikhanasagama” is
anachronistic. Vaikhanasa tradition lists as many as 28 texts in the medieval
corpus and attributes them to Vikhanas’s four disciples: Bhrgu, Kasyapa, Atri,
and Marici, and sometimes to a fifth author, Angiras, also often identified with
Marici. By 1997 nine texts of the corpus and the corresponding collection of
mantras were published fully or in part.

Though the published texts mainly deal with ritual, they also provide some
gnostic and theological teaching. The Vimanarcanakalpa contains a complete
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gnosis (jiiana) section. Its physiology which involves mystical centers and a
complex “vein” (nadi) system differs from that of such texts as the Hathayo-
gapradipika (probably composed after the fourteenth century). Its metaphysical
speculations consist of a kind of theistic Samkhya with the emanation of suc-
cessive “principles” (tattva) from the Primordial Matter (pradhana, prakrti), but
this Matter ontologically depends on Visnu. Its teachings are similar to those of
the Visnusmrti and it borrows certain passages almost verbatim from the Bha-
gavadgita. Certain ritual passages of the corpus also prescribe meditations on
complex metaphysical notions, for example the visualization by the performer of
the god from his “undivided” (niskala) aspect to his aspect “with divisions”
(sakala). Mantric texts like the Ekaksara, the Atmastkta, and the Paramatmika
contain the conception of an Atman or Visnu, both the creator of the universe
and omnipresent in it.

The major Vaikhanasa theogonical notion is the group of “Five Manifesta-
tions” (pancamiirti): Primordial Visnu, Purusa, Satya, Acyuta, and Aniruddha,
already announced in the Vaikhanasasmartasitra. The medieval corpus pro-
vides abundant instructions for the installation of this group of Manifestations
in a temple. It considers the last four of these Manifestations as fractions of the
Primordial Visnu and as incarnating his four qualities (dharma, jaana, aisvarya,
and vairagya), four Vedas, four cosmic ages, etc. Purusa etc. are sometimes iden-
tified with Visnu, Sadavisnu, Mahavisnu, and Narayana (or Vyapin) (also men-
tioned in Pancaratra texts), and sometimes they are said to arise respectively
from them. The medieval corpus contains frequent and long descriptions of the
iconography and ritual installation of Visnu's incarnations (avatara), sometimes
divided into avirbhavas (Matsya, Kiorma, Varaha, Nrsimha, and Vamana) and
pradurbhavas (Parasurama, Raghavarama, Balarama, Krsna, and Kalkin).

While the Vaikhanasasrautasttra, in common with Vedic and Mimamsaka
texts, did not recognize Stidras (the fourth class of the society) and Anulomas
(groups born from fathers of a higher class than that of the mother) as qualified
to be yajamanas, that is, institutors of Vedic sacrifices, the medieval corpus
accepts them as yajamanas of several major temple rites like the installation of an
image, festivals, marriage of the god with Sr and Bhii. This admission was con-
ditioned by the presence of devotion to Visnu in the patron and by the ritual inter-
mediary of a “king” (rajan), that is, of an economically and/or politically eminent
person (though perhaps not specifically a person of a Ksatriya class which was
absent from south Indian society). An initiation called Nigamadiksa which
Vaikhanasas conferred to non-Vaikhanasas served as a ritual recognition of the
presence of devotion. This positive reevaluation of the role of Sadras and Anu-
lomas perhaps corresponded to the growing economic and social importance of
these potential temple patrons. They could not be classified as twice-born, as was
the case with Vellalas, often agriculturists, whom inscriptions of the eleventh
century mention as donors to Vaikhanasa temples. The rather rigid social pattern
which the corpus prescribes is also mitigated by the omnipresence of devotion,
ritualized or not, in the masses, for instance during the Festival (utsava), when
strict rules against social promiscuity were lifted at least temporarily.
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The medieval Vaikhanasa corpus was addressed to Vaikhanasas who were
temple priests. Their qualification for this office was conditioned by their under-
going of the personal sacraments (samskaras) which the Vaikhanasasmartasutra
enjoined and, in more recent texts of the corpus, the “initiation in the maternal
womb” (garbhadiksa). The corpus limited temple priesthood to householders
(grhastha) and Brahmanical students (brahmacarin), hermits and renouncers
being denied this right (except in rare cases), thus making a remarkable shift
from the ascetic values which the Vaikhanasasmartasatra promoted. While
Vaikhanasas of this corpus considered themselves and were considered by out-
siders as belonging to a Vedic sakha (which signifies that they belonged to the
Brahmana community), they perhaps practiced endogamy, as they do today, thus
forming a “caste.”

The medieval corpus while situating its tradition among Vedic sakhas, pro-
vides an interesting though somewhat confused picture of these sakhas. It also
classifies cultic and doctrinal systems (siddhanta, mata, and sastra, and samaya
for “non-vaidika” systems). It claims Vaikhanasa tradition to be “vaidika,” peace-
ful (saumya), bringing about enjoyment here and in other worlds as well as
release, and procuring general well-being. By contrast, Pancaratra is considered
as “avaidika,” tantrika and sometimes as “cruel” (kriira), meant for ascetics and
for those who search exclusively for release, and is to be practiced in places
outside villages and towns. This stern doxographical standpoint perhaps denotes
a wish to restrain the influence of Pancaratra in public temple worship. Current
practice, however, was probably less rigorous, for the corpus itself prescribes a
ritual expiation in the case of admixing Pancaratra and Vaikhanasa systems of
worship, which implies that admixing was not infrequent. Although allocating
the main ritual functions exclusively to Vaikhanasas, it permits the employment
of Pancaratrins as ritual assistants ( paricaraka).

The word diksa bears several meanings in the corpus. Firstly, diksa refers
to a pseudo-Vedic practice consisting mainly of a series of ascetic commitments
like fasting, supposed to prevent the pollution of the priests and patrons which
would occur due to birth or death in their families during the performance of
several long rituals (Colas 1999). Secondly, it refers to an “initiation in the
maternal womb” (garbhadiksa) prescribed to all Vaikhanasas. According to the
Vaikhanasasmartasiitra, the sacrament of simantonnayana (tracing a furrow in
the hair of a woman in the eighth month of her pregnancy) is followed by an
offering of rice cooked in milk to Visnu and feeding the rest of it to the
Vaikhanasa pregnant wife. The rather late Anandasamhita adds an initiation
which consists of branding this rice with hot metallic forms of a disk and a conch
(symbols of Visnu) before it is fed to the pregnant Vaikhanasa wife. There is no
evidence for this practice being current at the time of the older and intermedi-
ate texts of the corpus, and the very expression “garbhadiksa” which the Anan-
dasamhita employs to refer to it may be still later than the introduction of this
ceremony. Vaikhanasas may have introduced this device perhaps under the pres-
sure of Pancaratrins, as a proof of their Vaisnavahood which they proclaim to
be innate.
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The corpus also prescribes two kinds of initiation (diksa) to non-Vaikhanasas:
the Nyasacakradiksa and the Nigamadiksa. The Nyasacakradiksa seems to be
mentioned and described only in the Anandasamhita. Meant for non-Vaikhanasa
hermits, it consists of the application of a santal paste etc. with forms of a conch
and a disk on the arms of the disciple with the recitation of non-Vedic formulas.
The Nigamadiksa, also called taptacakrankana (“branding with a hot disk”), is
mentioned only in two texts, namely the Samurtarcanadhikarana, which is
ancient in the corpus, and the Anandasamhita, probably a more recent one.
According to the Samirtarcanadhikarana, this ceremony gives Stidras and Anu-
lomas the ritual qualification of offering a sacrifice and also enables non-
Vaikhanasas to be employed as cooks and ritual assistants in temples of
Vaikhanasa ritual, when born Vaikhanasas are not available for these tasks.
According to the Anandasamhita, candidates to this initiation may be twice-
born or Stdras or belong to a “mixed class” (i.e., be Anulomas or Pratilomas). It
describes this ceremony which, like the Pancaratra initiation, consists of five
sacraments: branding the arms of the initiand with hot metallic forms of a
conch and a disk, directing him to wear the Vaisnava emblem (iirdhvapundra) on
12 parts of his body, attributing him a Vaisnava name, teaching him a mantra
(on which details are not given), and introducing him to the Vaisnava “sacrifice,”
that is, the worship of Visnu.

While the corpus naturally extolls its own ritual, it nevertheless allows tradi-
tional and local customs to operate with regard to temples of “nonhuman”
origin. Its rules are supposed to be applied to temples identified as those founded
by human beings, but not to temples of “nonhuman” origin that is, those sup-
posed to correspond to a direct manifestation of Visnu, or to have been founded
by other gods, or by a Seer or which are mythological (pauranika). The texts thus
leave a large scope for innovation since the human origin of a temple may be
obliterated within a few years of its actual foundation.

The main subject of the corpus, however, are the prescriptions relating to
worship in public temples, for it is said that the all-pervasive Visnu manifests
himself in the image out of compassion for his devotees. The older texts of the
corpus distinguish between domestic worship (grharca) and temple worship
(alayaptijana), that is, in a public shrine, more on the basis of the importance of
the ritual than of its nature. More recent texts differentiate between worship per-
formed “for one’s own self” (svartha or atmartha), which brings fruits to the per-
former, and that performed “for others” (parartha), which benefits the patron
who finances it. The notion of yajamana which the corpus applies to the patron
echoes the Vedic division between the ritual patron and actual performers of the
rite. Temple rites and the results which they produce are often equated with Vedic
rites and their results in a hyperbolic way. Temple worship is not only said to be
an extension of Vedic rites, but also to last even after the yajamana disappears
and to benefit the whole village including those who do not practice the domes-
tic fire-sacrifice.

Vaikhanasa temple worship consists of three aspects: yogic practices, pseudo-
Vedic rites, and ceremonies performed to the material representation of the deity.
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Though not numerous, yogic practices are not altogether absent from temple
worship. Meditation plays an essential role at precise moments in the ritual
performance and the priest is often enjoined the practice of breath-control
(pranayama). The Vimanarcanakalpa contains a section on yoga which is intended
for the Vaikhanasa temple priest though not exclusively for him. The final goal of
yoga is samadhi, a state of release while living (jivanmukti), a notion which the
Vaisnava Vedanta school of ViSistadvaita rejects. The Vimanarcanakalpa pre-
scribes the classical pattern of an eight-limbed (astanga) yoga. Its description of
yoga bears close similarities with two chapters of the Ahirbudhnyasamhita, a
Pancaratra text. It however conceives brahmacarya which forms part of yoga prac-
tice as fidelity to his spouse for the householder and sexual abstinence for those
in the other three stages of life, while the Pancaratra text understands it as com-
plete sexual abstinence even with one’s own spouse. Temple rites also involve pro-
cedures which, though rather Tantric in character, can be understood as yogic
broadly speaking. Mystical gestures (mudra) are very rare in the corpus but impo-
sition (nyasa) of mantras and germ-syllables (bija) are prescribed (more often on
the image than on the ritual performer’'s body). The Khiladhikara enjoins a
“purification of the elements” (bhiitasuddhi) of the performer’s body through
meditation, a procedure not found in the oldest texts of the corpus, but current
in Pancaratra and Saiva ritual traditions. Ritual conceptualization of the divine
power (sakti), also found, for instance, in Saivagama, plays an important role in
the corpus, since the installation of divine power in the image is a condition sine
qua non for its worship.

Vedicized ceremonies often run parallel to ceremonies devoted to the image.
They are borrowed from the Vaikhanasa Srauta and Smarta Satras but are often
transformed. Fire-sacrifices have a secondary importance during festivals and
daily worship but they are numerous and elaborate during the solemn installa-
tion of an image in a temple. The fire-pavilion of the Vaikhanasasrautasitra
was rectangular in shape; that of the medieval corpus is made square to suit
ritual transformations. The five srauta fires and a sixth lotus-shaped fire
called Paugkara are installed around a central altar on which the image to be
installed, and vases are placed. Each of these fires is identified with a world
and with a divine Vaikhanasa manifestation. Domestic fires prescribed by
the Vaikhanasasmartasiitra are also sometimes added to these six fires. Fire-
procedures, from their preparation and kindling to their abandonment or their
keeping for daily worship, form a ritual cycle almost independant of image
worship, though the corpus sometimes attempts to connect them through the
notions of fire and divine power (Colas 1996: 280-3).

The worship of the image of Visnu, his different aspects, and attendants is the
most prominent feature of temple ritual. The corpus contains a great quantity
of iconographic descriptions of the numerous deities to be installed ideally in
large temples with several enclosures. The same divine aspect can be represented
by as many as five images (dhruva, kautuka-arca, autsava, snapana, balibera), each
of them fulfilling a specific function. For instance, the fixed (dhruva) image, said
to represent the immovable and undivided (niskala) form of the god, is the reserve
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of divine power. The mobile image of worship (kautuka, arca) which receives the
essential of the daily worship but draws its power from the fixed image, is said
to represent the movable and divided (sakala) form of the god.

The main rituals are similar to those found in Paicaratra and Saiva ritual
traditions. The initial rite is the installation (pratistha) of a new image in a new
temple, a long rite in which major ceremonies are the opening of the eyes of the
image and the final shower of water imbibed with divine power on the installed
image(s). It could last several years because it is closely connected with the mate-
rial construction of the temple. The daily rite of worship (nityapiija) of the
kautuka image is usually performed three times in the day (morning, midday, and
evening before sunset). There are many varieties depending on the number of
homages it includes. The rite of the festival (utsava) may be the regular yearly
one (kalotsava) or motivated by faith (sraddhotsava) or of an exceptional charac-
ter (naimittikotsava). It may last between one and 21 days. The texts of the
Vaikhanasa corpus also prescribe expiatory rites (prayascitta, niskrti) and differ-
ent kinds of solemn baths which are purificatory or expiatory in nature. They
often contain one or several chapters devoted to minor and optional festivals,
thus giving a complete and vivid picture of the liturgical calendar of a south
Indian temple around the tenth century.

The production of religious literature by Vaikhanasas did not cease with their
medieval corpus but continued well into the twentieth century. Apart from belles-
lettres works, this later literature consists of ritual manuals, hymns, commen-
taries on the Vaikhanasasutras and Brahmasitras, on medieval texts and parts
of the mantra collection. The Moksopayapradipika by Raghupati Bhattacarya
(twentieth century?), for example, extolls the role of worship as a means of
release.

Vaikhanasas also tried to impose themselves as a third division of
Srivaisnavism on a par with Tenkalai and Vatakalai. This later doctrinal depen-
dance of Vaikhanasas on Srivaisnavism, even while they preserved their ritual
specificity, reflects a major departure from their tradition as represented in the
medieval corpus (Goudriaan 1965; Colas 1988, 1995, 1996).

The Rise and Development of Vaispava Schools of Vedanta

The tenth to thirteenth centuries saw the rise and development of three Vaisnava
schools of Vedanta which gave theistic interpretations of Upanisadic doctrines:
Visistadvaita, Dvaita, and Dvaitadvaita, to which modern scholars often add
Visnusvamin's school. Though these early Vaisnava Vedantic schools are often
grouped together, their destinies varied much in terms of geographical expan-
sion and influence. We do not have any extant text of Visnusvamin's system. The
other three schools produced articulated philosophical systems. They empha-
sized the role of devotion as a means of attaining release (by contrast with
Sankara’s Advaita which considered knowledge as the sole means) and greatly
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influenced directly or indirectly the later Vaisnava traditions. Each was accom-
panied and more or less supported by a specific network of religious institutions,
particular ritual systems and modes of transmission. ViSistadvaita and Dvaita
developed and received a religious basis first and mostly in South India. There is
no testimony of the influence of Nimbarka, the Dvaitadvaita founder, and of
Visnusvamin in south India, though hagiography places their birth in this part
of the subcontinent.

The school of Visistadvaita

While Visistadvaita (“nondualism of what is qualified”) refers to a certain doc-
trine, the term Srivaisnavism (to be differentiated from the more general word
Vaisnavism) could be said to refer to the socioreligious manifestation of this doc-
trine as it was integrated and promoted by Visistadvaita in south India. Modern
scholarship does not seem to have yet brought out a clear historical definition of
this term. In fifteenth-century epigraphy the term srivaisnava is used to qualify
a Vaisnava group known as Sattada. It is today often taken as referring solely to
a group of Brahmins called Aiyankars, but it is admitted that the use of the word
may have not been so exclusive in the past (Jagadeesan 1977: 323; Lester 1994:
44, 47, 48; Hardy 1998: 101). The word siT in the expression Sri-vaisnava is
sometimes explained as stressing the role of Sri, the spouse of Visnu, in this tra-
dition (Renou 1985a: 652; 1985b: 22). Developed in south India, Visistadvaita
came to be known later as Srisampradaya in north India.

Visistadvaita is also called Ubhayavedanta since it refers to both (ubhaya)
Vedanta doctrine written in Sanskrit and the mystical experience recorded in the
Alvars songs in Tamil as its sources. ViSistadvaita usually considers Nathamuni
(probably born at the beginning of the tenth century) as its first teacher.
According to hagiography, Nathamuni was born in a Brahmin family in
Viranarayanapuram (near Cidambaram) where he officiated in the temple of
Rajagopala. His role in the rediscovery and early propagation of the Divyapra-
bandham has already been mentioned. His instauration of the practice of
singing the Divyaprabandham in the Shrirangam temple gave these hymns the
status of Vedas. Scholars have argued for or against his being a follower of
Pancaratra ritual (Mesquita 1979; Neevel 1977). Renowned for his yogic capac-
ities, he is attributed with several doctrinal works in Sanskrit which are known
only through quotations in later texts. His Nyayatattva, quoted by Yamuna and
Vedanta Desika, is considered as the first treatise which systematized
Visistadvaita doctrine. His main disciple was Pundarikaksa (Uyyakontar), himself
succeeded by Rama Misra (Manakkal Nampi). The works of these authors are
known only through quotations.

Yamuna (Alavantar, eleventh century) is the first acarya whose several com-
plete works are preserved. He was the grandson of Nathamuni and like him a
native of Viranarayanapuram. He is said to have become an ascetic after several
years of marriage. Hagiographical accounts relate that under the guidance of
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Rama Misra, he left a life of luxury in the Cola capital Gangaikondacholapuram
and settled in Shrirangam as a renouncer. He wrote the Stotraratna and the
Catuhsloki, two well-known poems, and the Gitarthasangraha, a summary of
the teachings of the Bhagavadgita. His Siddhitraya explains the Visistadvaitic
conception of the individual soul, the Supreme being, and knowledge. His
Agamapramanya which is the first extant Visistadvaitic work to defend the
authoritativeness of the Pancaratra texts, argues that these texts are revelations
of the God and are equal to Vedas (Srinivasachari 1970: 512—16; Neevel 1977:
17).

Ramanuja (Utaiyavar, said to have died in Ap 1137) is the best known among
Visistadvaitin teachers. According to traditional accounts, he was born in
Shriperumbudur near Kanchipuram in a Brahmin family. He was taught in
Kanchipuram by one Yadavaprakasa, probably an Advaitin, also sometimes iden-
tified with the Yadavaprakasa, who propounded the Bhedabheda philosophy. He
received instruction on the Divyaprabandham, Ramayana, and the true meaning
(rahasya) of mantras from five of Yamuna's disciples. It is said that when
Tirukottiyir Nampi (Gosthiptrna) taught Ramanuja the secret meaning of the
eight-syllabled mantra (om namo narayanaya), Ramanuja immediately revealed it
from the Tirukoshtiyur temple tower out of compassion for the crowd gathered
in the shrine. Ramanuja left the life of a householder, became a renouncer, and
was called to preside over the activities of the Shrirangam temple. It is said that
during his north Indian pilgrimage he read in Kashmir a manuscript of the
Bodhayanavrtti, a commentary of the Brahmasitras, which later formed the
basis of his own commentary. To escape the persecution of Vaisnavas by the Cola
king Kulottunga I, a fanatical follower of Saivism, he fled from Shrirangam to
Karnataka where he converted the Jain Hoysala king Bittideva (Visnuvardhana)
to Vaisnavism. He is said to have returned to Shrirangam in 1118 where, as
administrator of the temple, he replaced the Vaikhanasa mode of worship with
that of the Pancaratra. He is also said to have established the Pancaratra system
of worship in many other Vaisnava temples. There is, however, no historical basis
for this.

Ramanuja’s Sribhasya, a commentary on the Brahmasiitras, established
Visistadvaita as a full-fledged philosophical school. Its main conception is that
the Brahman has the individual souls (cit) and the insentient world (acit) as his
modes (prakaras). Both these modes are as real as the Brahman and dependent
on him as the body is dependent on the soul. Ramanuja also wrote short trea-
tises on these siitras, the Vedantasara and the Vedantadipa, as well as a com-
mentary on the Bhagavadgita. His Vedarthasamgraha refutes nondualist and
dualist doctrines and explains seemingly contradictory Upanisadic passages. The
attribution to Ramanuja of the Nityagrantha, which gives instructions for the
personal daily worship of an image, has been challenged. Three devotional
poems are attributed to him (Vaikunthagadya, Saranagatigadya, Srirangagadya)
(Hari Rao 1961: 45; Srinivasachari 1970: 516-21; Carman 1981: 24-64).

Pillai Lokacarya and Vedanta Desika are two major figures of VisSistadvaita
after him. Pillai Lokacarya seems to have flourished during the second half of
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the thirteenth century. His works mainly written in a highly sanskritized Tamil
(Manipravala), are compiled under the title Astadasarahasya, 18 texts of which
the Tattvatraya, the Arthapanicaka, and the Srivacanabhiisana are well-known.
Manavalamamuni (also named Varavaramuni and Ramyajamatrimuni, four-
teenth century), a celebrated commentator of the works of Pillai Lokacarya, also
wrote the Yatirajavimsati, a well-known hymn on Ramanuja. Following the pre-
ceptors of Shrirangam, he was actively engaged in expounding the devotional
teachings contained in the hymns of the Alvars. Vedanta DeSika (Venkatanatha),
born and educated in Kanchipuram, was a younger contemporary of Pillai
Lokacarya whom he controverts in his works. He is credited with 130 works in
Sanskrit, Tamil, and Manipravala which contain commentaries on the works of
Yamuna and Ramanuja, independent treatises, devotional hymns, and literary
works. A brilliant logician, he not only perfected the doctrine of ViSistadvaita and
refuted the doctrines of rival schools but also developed Visistadvaita logic based
on the works of Visnucitta, Nathamuni, and others. He gave a theistic interpre-
tation of the Purvamimamsasttras which he considered as forming one work
with the Brahmasutras. He emphasized the role of “self-surrender” (prapatti, the
attitude whereby the soul surrenders the responsibility of its protection to God)
towards release and defended the authority of Pancaratra scriptures. True to the
spirit of Ubhayavedanta, he summarized Nammalvar’s hymns in Sanskrit (Singh
1958).

The schism between the Vatakalai (“the Northern division”) which traces its
origin to Vedanta Desika and the Tenkalai (“the Southern division”) which traces
its origin to Pillai Lokacarya and Manavalamamuni is not attested before the late
sixteenth century (Mumme 1988: 2). Some scholars explain this split as result-
ing from the Vatakalai preference for the Sanskrit tradition and the Tenkalai
preference for the Tamil Divyaprabandham (Appadurai 1977: 56). However the
differences between these two divisions are based not so much on linguistic
grounds as on doctrinal principles (Mumme 1988: 6—7). One of the principal
differences (which later texts believe to be 18 in number) concerns the definition
of prapatti. The Vatakalai, according to which the soul is required to make an
effort to be saved by Visnu, is often described as the school of the monkey’s baby,
which clings to its mother. By contrast, the Tenkalai, according to which God
alone chooses those whom he wants to save, believes that the soul should
abandon all effort. It is known as the school of the kitten, for the kitten lets its
mother carry it around in her mouth. Another subject of doctrinal dissension
was the role of Laksmi. The two schools stress her role as an intermediary
between God and the devotee, but the Vatakalai believes that she is infinite and
ontologically of the same level as Visnu while the Tenkalai holds that she is only
a soul (jiva) which is ever liberated. Vatakalai followers give more importance to
ritual performance than the Tenkalai. Both the divisions consider the initiation
by the five sacraments (paricasamskaras) indispensable, but while the Tenkalai
followers do not see the need of a further formal initiation into prapatti, the
Vatakalai consider it to be necessary. In the course of time the antagonism
between the two divisions expressed in such minor details as the shape of the
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Vaisnava emblem (iirdhvapundra) applied on the body and the order of dishes
served during a meal (Siauve 1978, Mumme 1988, Jagadeesan 1977: 171-208,
Varadachari 1983). Quarrels between them even occasioned lawsuits through-
out the eighteenth and until the twentieth centuries (Hari Rao 1964: 117-28).
This split which concerned devotees who financed the temple rites affected the
current administration of temples and minor aspects of rituals, but not the core
of the rites which Vaikhanasa or Pancaratra priests continued to perform accord-
ing to their own ritual tradition, even as the particular emblem of one of the
two divisions was imposed on the walls of the shrine, its main idol, or its priests
(Colas 1995: 124, 125-6).

The notion of lineage (parampara) has a special importance in Srivaisnavism
in which various currents continuously tried to define themselves through dis-
tinct lines of affiliation, because during the daily ritual, a Srivaisnava recites the
names of teachersin an order of priority which reflects his spiritual lineage. Two
types of lineages are invoked: the Acarya- (or Samasrayana-)parampard, that is,
lineage of the initiating preceptor, and the Grantha-parampara, that is, the
lineage of the preceptor-commentator of sacred texts. Ramanuja is said to have
appointed 74 disciples called the Simhasanadhipatis to spread Visistadvaitic
teachings. Prestigious Srivaisnava families like the Uttamanampis and the
Tatacaryas still claim that their religious honors and privileges originate from his
time. Several Srivaisnavas who did not belong to any line of preceptorial
succession acted as masters and initiated disciples (Jagadeesan 1977: 42-3, 47,
51, 113-14).

The Koyil Oluku (probably eighteenth-century in its present form) attributes
Ramanuja with the assignment of religious functions to Sadra groups, not a
revolutionary step, given the role already played by Stidras as patrons in Vaisnava
temples. Among them, Sattadas (also named Satanis), identified as Vellalas (that
is ranked among Sidras) but also sometimes as Brahmanas, officiated as admini-
strators of feeding houses for pilgrims at Shrirangam, Tirupati, and Kanchipu-
ram during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. They also were in charge of
providing flowers and other ingredients for temple worship and participated in
the recitation of the Divyaprabandham. Even today Sattadas have the religious
privilege of performing similar services in temples in Tamil Nadu, Karnataka,
and Andhra Pradesh. Some of them also officiate as priests in small temples
(Hari Rao 1961: 50, 90; Lester 1994).

The late fourteenth century saw the rise and development of Srivaisnava
monasteries (mathas, mutts). It is not known with certainty which part
Yamunacarya and Ramanuja (also named yatiraja, “king of renouncers”) played
in the origin of Srivaisnava ascetic orders, though both of them are said to have
embraced an ascetic life. ViSistadvaitin renouncers (samnyasins) are usually
called “three-staffed” (tridandin) by contrast with the “single-staffed” (ekadandin)
Advaitins who considered that the triple-staff custom is meant for lower
classes of renouncers (Olivelle 1986: 53). Apart from Brahmin samnyasins,
Srivaisnavism also comprised of non-Brahmin renouncers called ekaki/ekangt
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and known from fifteenth-century inscriptions. Heads of Srivaisnava monaster-
ies generally were (and still are) Brahmins and bore the title of ciyar (Jeer, Jiyar),
though there are historical instances of non-Brahmin Ekangi ciyars. These
monasteries were instrumental in the conversion to Srivaisnavism of lower
castes and even of non-Hindu tribes, according to some sources. Several monas-
teries like the Ahobilam Matha and the Parakala Matha (which initiated the
seventeenth-century rulers of Mysore into Srivaisnavism) belong to the
Vatakalai division or were later affiliated to it. Among the well-known Tenkalai
monasteries, mention should be made of the Vanamamalai Matha (which had
a special importance for the Ramanandasampradaya, a Vaisnava tradition of
north India), the Tirukkurungudi Matha and the Sriranganarayana-ciyar Matha
which were probably founded about the fourteenth century (Appadurai 1977;
Jagadeesan 1977: 147-68; Lester 1992; Clémentin-Ojha 1999: 74).

The school of Dvaita

Madhva (probably 1238-1317), also named Anandatirtha, Anandajnana,
Anandagiri, and Purnaprajia, is the founder of the Dvaita, that is, dualistic
school of Vedanta later known as “Brahmasampradaya” in the north Indian
Vaisnava milieux. Information about his life comes mainly from the Madhvavi-
jaya, a hagiography by Narayanapanditacarya, the son of one of his direct disci-
ples. Born of Tulu brahmin parents in the village of Pajakaksetra near Udipi in
Karnataka, Madhva became a renouncer at the age of 16 as an unmarried
perpetual religious student (naisthikabrahmacarin). He acknowledged no other
teacher than the mythical Vyasa, but according to hagiography an Advaitin
ascetic, Acyutapreksa (Purusottamatirtha), was his master and initiated him.
Though Madhva refused his doctrine, he succeeded him as the head of his
monastery. The debates he had with scholars in the course of his tours all over
India strengthened his conviction against Advaitic doctrine and he converted his
master to his own views. He installed an image of Krsna in Udipi and promoted
several ritual reforms like the substitution of a flour-made sacrifice animal
(pistapasu) in the place of a living one. The prestige of his school increased
notably after the conversion of Trivikrama, a then-famous Advaitin and proba-
bly the court-pandit of King Jayasimha, to Dvaita.

Thirty-seven works are attributed to Madhva. Several of them consist of
commentaries on basic texts of the Vedanta (Upanisads, Brahmasitras, and
Bhagavadgita), on the Mahabharata and the Bhagavatapurana, a text to which,
unlike Ramanuja, Madhva gave much importance. His tatparyas on Bha-
gavadgita, Mahabharata, and Bhagavatapurana, give the essential teachings of
these texts important to Dvaita school. Madhva summarizes his main doctrinal
principles in 10 very brief treatises called the Dasaprakaranas. Several devo-
tional hymns are attributed to him. He also wrote several ritual treatises like the
Yatipranavakalpa, which explains how to enter the renunciative way of life.
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Madhva's works often quote from Pancaratra texts which he considers as author-
itative as the Veda because, according to him, these two originally formed one
tradition (Siauve 1968: 16). His Tantrasarasangraha seems to follow the
Pancaratra mode of temple worship.

Madhva maintains that the Brahman is the only independent (svatantra)
entity; the world consisting of sentient beings (cit or jiva) and insentient
(acit) objects does not have an existence independent of the Brahman (they
are asvatantra). The five differences (paricabheda) which exist between God and
matter, God and sentient beings, matter and sentient beings, between sentient
beings, and between material objects, prove the reality of multiplicity. While
Madhva insisted on the absolute superiority of Visnu on Siva and other deities,
his works and his hagiography do not show conflicting relations with Saivas.
Several Madhva followers composed hymns in honor of Siva. Till today, some
Madhva families maintain a Saiva domestic temple. These facts seem to
confirm ancient connections of the milieu of Madhva with Saiva worship.
His family may have belonged to a Smarta group (today known as the
Bhagavatasampradaya) (Sharma 1960; Siauve 1968: 1-36). Other major
authors of Dvaita are Jayatirtha (1365-88) and Vyasaraya (Vyasatirtha,
1460-1539). The latter’s mastery of sastras won him great fame. Called to the
Vijayanagar court, he may have been the preceptor (guru) of Krsnadevaraya
(Sharma 1961: 30).

According to the Madhvavijaya, Madhva ordained his brother and seven
other disciples as renouncers, directing them to perform the worship of Krsna at
the Matha founded by him in Udipi. These eight ascetics established their own
lines of succession by ordination which resulted in the foundation of eight
monasteries (mathas) in Udipi. Until today the heads of these monasteries are in
charge of the worship in Krsna Matha in turn for two years each, an arrange-
ment known as paryaya. Other direct or later disciples are attributed with the
foundation of monasteries outside the Udipi region. The Madhva tradition had
a following mostly in the Tulu country (today a part of Karnataka), but in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries a rather significant number of people con-
verted to the Madhva tradition in Tamil Nadu and in Kerala, including several
local rulers and members of the Nambudiri Brahmin community (Sharma
1960; 1961; Hari Rao 1964: 133).

The Haridasakita (to be distinguished from Haridasasampradaya, a later
north Indian tradition) was closely associated with the Madhva tradition. These
wandering devotees spread all over the Kannada region, held Vitthala, the image
of the temple of Pandharpur (in the southern part of the present Maharashtra)
as their deity. They praised devotional, moral, and renunciative values in an easy
nonliterary Kannada language which appealed to the common man. While the
Haridasakata tradition is said to have started with Acalananda Vitthala (ca. 888
AD) and others before Madhva, the earliest known poet-saint connected with the
Haridasakita is Naraharitirtha (fourteenth century), perhaps a direct disciple of
Madhva. Like him, many prominent figures of the Haridasakata were distin-
guished Sanskrit scholars and held high positions in Madhva monasteries.
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Purandaradasa (sixteenth century), who contributed greatly to Carnatic music,
was a follower of the Haridasakata (Sharma 1961: 314-26).

The school of Dvaitadvaita

Nimbarka (Nimbaditya, Niyamananda), the founder of the Dvaitadvaita
(“Dualism-cum-nondualism”) or (Svabhavika-)Bhedabheda (“(natural) identity
in difference”) school (later referred to as Sanakadisampradaya in north
India), probably flourished in the thirteenth century. His date and life still
remain a subject of discussion among scholars. The earliest hagiography, the
Acaryacarita, probably does not predate the sixteenth century. Hagiographical
accounts locate Nimbarka’s birth in various places in the Telugu country, in
Vrindavan or a nearby village, in a Brahmin family. His school traces Nimbarka’s
spiritual lineage to Visnu's incarnation as a swan, through the four spiritual
sons of Brahma (Sanaka, Sananda, Sanatana, and Sanatkumara) who in turn
taught Narada, whom Nimbarka acknowledges as his guru. Nimbarka, like
Madhva, is said not to have received his doctrine from any historical teacher. Like
Madhva again, he is said to have remained an unmarried perpetual religious
student.

Nimbarka's main work is the Vedantaparijatasaurabha, a brief commentary
on the Brahmasutras. Except this and probably the Dasasloki, 10 verses which
summarize his doctrine, the authorship of most of the works attributed to him
like the Rahasyamimamsa of which we know two sections only (the Man-
trarahasyasodasi and the Prapannakalpavalli), several hymns and several
unpublished works (R. Bose 1943: 8-12, 16) still need to be confirmed. In the
Vedantaparijatasaurabha, Nimbarka recognizes three principles: the sentient
(cit), the nonsentient (acit), and the Brahman. Their relation which is natural
(svabhavika) and not caused by any condition (anaupadhika) is neither of absolute
nondifference (abheda), since they are distinct by nature, nor absolute differ-
ence (bheda), because cit and acit are inseparable from the Brahman. The
Vedantaparijatasaurabha does not mention the notion of prapatti which the post-
Ramanuja Visistadvaita emphasized, but the Prapannakalpavallt describes it in
terms similar to those of later Visistadvaita. The path of prapatti or total surren-
der to the Lord is open to all including Sadras, but does not imply absence of any
effort on the part of the surrendering devotee, for he is required to lead a life of
devotion and service. The Mantrarahasyasodasi advocates complete self-
surrender not directly to the Lord, but to the preceptor (guriipasatti) and the
abandonment of all other practices (R. Bose 1943: 54-7). These two attitudes
are reminiscent respectively of the Vatakalai and Tenkalai views on prapatti.

There is no historical proof that Nimbarka and the first 28 preceptors of this
tradition settled in Braj in and around Mathura before the end of the fifteenth
century. Kesava Kasmirl Bhatta (born in 1479), the 29th acarya, is the first
whose historical association with the Braj area is certain. His direction is marked
by the revival of the Nimbarka tradition and the propagation of its teachings all
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over India. He composed doctrinal texts, devotional hymns, and an elaborate
ritual treatise the Kramadipika, which influenced Caitanyaite authors. His suc-
cessor, Sri Bhatta, is the first dcarya of the Nimbarka school known to have
written in Braj bhasa, the vernacular of the Braj region. His Yugalasataka
describes the divine loving couple of Krsna and Radha, a theme which became
increasingly popular also among several other Vaisnava traditions from the six-
teenth century onwards (Clémentin-Ojha 1990: 333-8, 374).

Sri Bhatta’s disciple, Harivyasadevacarya (probably sixteenth century), who
wrote in Braj bhasa as well as in Sanskrit, had a strong influence on the organ-
ization and theology of Nimbarka's tradition. This tradition developed into 12
branches based in 12 monasteries. A number of subdivisions later arose, pro-
gressively weakening its cohesiveness. While in its early stages, the Nimbarka
tradition stressed the ascetic values, however initiating lay members into its fold.
Under Harivyasadevacarya, lay members received the right of initiating others
and transmitting this right to their male descendants. These householder
preceptors were later called gosvamis and the wealth which they accumulated
significantly contributed to the developement of the tradition (Clémentin-
Ojha 1990: 346-8).

The school of Visnusvamin

Information on Visnusvamin and on his school, later referred to as Rudrasam-
pradaya by north Indian Vaisnava traditions, is very scanty. Visnusvamin pre-
dates Vallabha (sixteenth century) and is often said to have lived in the thirteenth
century. Vallabhite hagiography describes him as the son of a south Indian
priest. None of his works including commentaries on Bhagavatapurana and
Brahmasutras have survived. According to Madhava’s Sarvadar§anasamgraha
(fourteenth century) the followers of Visnusvamin's school maintained that the
body of Nrsimha (Visnu's incarnation as man-lion) is eternal. It cites a verse
from the Sakarasiddhi of a Srikantamisra which pays hommage to Nrsimha
whose body is made up of existence, consciousness, and continual inconceivable
bliss, and who is esteemed by Visnusvamin. Some scholars mention that accord-
ing to the Sarvajnasitra attributed to Visnusvamin, God, whose principal incar-
nation is Narasimha, takes a form consisting of existence, consciousness, and
bliss, is accompanied by his knowledge which is named hladini and has maya at
his disposition (Shukla 1971: 12). Sridhara (fourteenth to fifteenth centuries)
refers to Visnusvamin in his commentary on Bhagavatapurana. In his commen-
tary on the same text Vallabha differentiates Visnusvamin’'s views from his
own. Visnusvamin's followers are said to have om ramakrsnaya namah and om
ramakrsnahari as mantras, the Gopalatapaniya-upanisad and the Gopalasahas-
ranaman as manuals. Farquhar claims to have met several ascetic followers of
this school in Allahabad in 1918 (Farquhar 1967: 239, 304; Dasgupta 1975:
382).
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North Indian Traditions from Thirteenth Century

While the four Vaisnava schools of Vedanta were building or achieving their
systems, other traditions of Vaisnavism developed from the thirteenth century
onwards in the Deccan and northern India. They crystallized around the pious
personalities, and sometimes around the devotional works of poet-saints. Their
origin and chronology often remains uncertain. Our knowledge of these tradi-
tions depends on mostly biased and anachronistic documentation. Several of
these movements were closely associated with the then developing literature in
New Indo-Aryan (NIA) languages. Two other traditions, those of Vallabha and
Caitanya, which began in the late fifteenth century, expressed their doctrinal
views and their devotion both in Sanskrit and in NIA languages.

Traditions associated with New Indo-Aryan literatures

The devotional fervor which nourished the traditions of NIA expression was
in fact not so much Vaisnavite properly speaking as Ramaite and Krsnaite, that
is, directed to Rama and Krsna which are however aspects of Visnu. The prac-
tices and concepts which they valued and which since have long existed in
Hinduism and Buddhism converged to some extent with several similar mystic
techniques and notions of Islam and Sufism: ecstatic forms of worship, collec-
tive singing (bhajan and kirtan), repetition of holy names (and devotion to them),
notion of divine love, etc. Other means of release were devotion to the “Good
preceptor” (satguru) who is God in human form, and the “company of the good”
(satsang), that is, of the poet-saints, but more generally of pious devotees. The
social ideology of these traditions is difficult to circumscribe. They initially
rejected caste barriers and were indifferent or even hostile to Brahmanic learn-
ing and to ritualism. They have sometimes been presented as revolutionary cur-
rents but they did not specifically denounce social structures (except perhaps
Mahanubhavas, who isolated themselves from mainstream Hinduism), nor did
they seem to have raised strong opposition from the Brahmanical side. The
figures around whom these traditions developed were often of a humble social
origin, yet their following belonged to all strata of society including Brahmins.
Though not professing formal renunciation, they often insisted on nonviolence
(ahimsa), strict vegetarianism, and sexual restraint. Similar tendencies arose in
south Indian Saiva milieux, as illustrated by Basava (thirteenth century) who
wrote in Kannada and Vemana (fifteenth century) who wrote in Telugu. Some
North Indian Vaisnava traditions which developed from the late fifteenth century
frequently around a guru and left a literature in NIA languages, remain rather
obscure. for example, the Caranadasis (whose tradition Caranadasa founded at
Delhi around 1730) who worshipped god in the form of Radha and Krsna, and
the Ramasnehis, a tradition founded in the eighteenth century which spread
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mostly in Rajasthan (Farquhar 1967: 344—6; Renou 1985a: 660). Only those
that are relatively better documented will be mentioned here. Vaisnavism from
Gujarat, of which Narasimha Mehata (fifteenth century) is a main personality,
is the subject of another chapter in the present volume.

Of the two Vaispava traditions of Maharashtra, the Mahanubhavas (or
Manbhaus), literally “those who have a great experience” and the Varakaris,
“those who perform the tour,” that is, the pilgrimage to Pandharpur, the first is
probably older. Cakradhara (thirteenth century) is said to be its founder, and he
was succeeded by Nagadeva. During the leadership of Parasaramabasa (which
began in the late fourteenth century), the tradition isolated itself from the
common fold of Hinduism and divided into 13 currents (amnaya), each with its
own line of initiating preceptors and particularities of doctrine and practices.
Reduced to two amnayas in the twentieth century, it reopened itself to the
surrounding Hinduism and revealed its scriptures which until then had been
encoded and kept secret. The Satrapatha and the Lilacaritra, which record
Cakradhara’s life and sayings, as well as the Smrtisthala, which describes the
activities of Cakradhara’'s followers during the time of Nagadeva, all in
Old Marathi and of uncertain date, are among well-known texts of the
Mahanubhavas. The Mahanubhavas direct their devotion to ParameSvara,
the sole source of release who is said to have incarnated in five avataras called
“the Five Krsnas,” who are Cakradhara, his teacher, his teacher’s teacher, the
god Dattatreya, and the god Krsna. Their books prescribe mental exercises rather
than external and ritual forms of worship (seva). The main religious practice is
the “recollection” (smarana) of the names, deeds (Iilas), and manifestations of
the above five incarnations, a recollection stimulated by pilgrimages to places
which they are said to have visited and veneration of the relics of these incar-
nations, including objects used or touched by them. The Mahanubhavas rejected
social categorization in terms of varnas and castes and several pollution rules.
This institution is divided between lay disciples and wandering renouncers
(samnyasis) initiated into ascetic life through a ceremony called bhiksa (a term
which also conveys the ordinary meaning of begging in the Mahanubhava
texts). In the early period of this tradition women were eligible for this initiation
as well as for instructing and initiating others (Feldhaus 1983: 3—68; Feldhaus
and Tulpule 1992: 3-53).

The Varakaripantha is more a devotional current associated with the god
Vitthala (or Vithoba, also called Panduranga) of Pandharpur (Maharashtra) than
a homogenous and organized tradition. In the eighteenth century its followers
claimed a spiritual lineage of 50 Sants (holy men) (Schomer 1987: 4). They
believe that Jianesvara (a Marathi author and saint of the end of the thirteenth
century) established the Varakaripantha, but Namadeva was probably the
founder of their movement (Vaudeville 1987b: 218, n. 9). A tailor by profes-
sion, Namadeva (1270 to 1350 according to tradition) could be assigned to the
beginning of the fifteenth century from the linguistic analysis of his songs. Two
other major Maharashtrian Sants, Ekanatha (a Brahmin, second half of the six-
teenth century) and Tukarama (a Stdra, 1607—49) belonged to this movement.
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Ramadasa (1608-81), an ascetic follower of the Varakaripantha, founded his
own tradition (the Ramadasasampradaya) and became the preceptor of king
Sivaji. Varakari Sants consider the god Vitthala of Pandharpur as “father and
mother” and often address him as a loving mother. According to the followers
of the Varakaripantha this image of Vitthala is the very form (svartpa) of Visnu-
Krsna (Vaudeville 1987a: 28-9; see chapter 9).

By contrast with the above Marathi poet-saints who were Vaisnava devotees,
the “Northern Sants,” from the northwestern states of Panjab and Rajasthan
and the Hindi-speaking area, are generally associated with devotion to a form-
less God conceived as being beyond the three gunas of sattva, tamas, and rajas
(nirgunabhakti) and with the notion of nonduality of the individual soul with
God. But at least three of these “Northern Sants,” Ramananda, Dada, and
Haridasa, are considered by traditions distinctly Vaisnava as their founders.

The most basic details of Ramananda’s life remain unknown. Modern schol-
arship tends to assign him to the fifteenth century (Pollet 1980: 142). Hagio-
graphy records that he reconverted to Hinduism persons who had previously
been converted by force to Islam, and recruited women and intouchable castes
in the tradition which bears his name and which enjoins devotion to Rama.
However, it is not even sure that he founded that tradition (Burghart 1978).
Ramananda is attributed not only with a number of poems in the vernacular but
also with several texts in Sanskrit. Most of the often undatable texts of this tra-
dition are written in northern Indian languages, not in Sanskrit (Burghart
1978: 121, 124-5).

Special mention must be made in this context of the Bhaktamala which
Nabhadasa (or Nabhaji) of the Ramananda tradition composed in the late
sixteenth or early seventeenth centuries (Burghart 1978: 129; Pollet 1980:
142). This important text, very rich in hagiographical stories, declares that
Ramananda was the disciple of Raghavananda, himself an indirect disciple
of Ramanuja (stanza 35), a statement which remains unproven.' It also de-
clares that Hari (Visnu) manifested himself as four vythas in this Kaliyuga:
Sriramanuja, Visnusvamin, Madhvacaraja (=Madhva=Madhukara in stanza 29),
and Nimbaditya (=Nimbarka), each having established a “sampradaya” (28),
named respectively Janma, Karma, Bhagavata, and Dharma. The paddhatis
(“paths”) — Rama-, Tripurari-, Mukhacari-, and Sanakadika- — belong respec-
tively to these four sampradayas (29). Sindhuja (another name of Sri) is called
the sampradayasiromani, the “summit of the sampradaya” to which Ramanuja and
others belonged (30). Nama (=Namadeva of the Varakaripantha?) and Vallabha
are said to belong to the Visnusvamisampradaya (48).

The nineteenth-century followers of Ramananda were called Ramanujis and
claimed to be under the authority of the head of the Srivaisnava Tenkalai
monastery of Vanamamalai. But in the early twentieth century, the Ramananda
tradition no longer traced its historical origin to Srisampradaya which corre-
sponds to the tradition of Ramanuja, but designated itself as Ramananda-
sampradaya (Burghart 1978: 133; Clémentin-Ojha 1999: 74). In about the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the tradition combined a devotional and a
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Tantric heritage and its following consisted of twice-born Hindus as well as
untouchables, women, and converted Muslims (Burghart 1978: 124, 133). At
the end of eighteenth century the Ramanandi ascetics formed a militant order
(akhara), gathering ascetic-warriors named nagas in view of retaining or regain-
ing control over several pilgrimage centers against the concurrence of Dasanami
ascetics (Burghart 1978: 126). By the nineteenth century, the tradition com-
prised of several lineages (some of them consisting of ascetic-warriors like the
Balanandis) associated with different monasteries, of which the head bore the
title of Mahant. Each lineage owned its own temples, villages, and territories
(Clémentin-Ojha 1999: 73).

Several groups arose out of the Ramanandi tradition. Two of them originated
from Varanasi: the Raidasi group, a religious corporation of tanners, organized
by Raidasa (or Ravidasa) (fifteenth century) and the Sadhanapantha founded by
a butcher named Sadhana (seventeenth century). The Senapantha which claims
the barber Sena (or Senananda) (fifteenth century) as its founder and the
Maludkadast group said to have been founded by Maltkadasa in the seventeenth
century also belong to the Ramanandi fold (Farquhar 1967: 323-30; Renou
1985a: 655).

Dadu (Dadu Dayala) (1544—1604) was born in Ahmedabad (Gujarat) accord-
ing to the hagiographical work of his direct disciple, Janagopala. He probably
belonged to a family of humble origin. Having experienced several mystical
visions in his youth, he left home in around 1562 and became an itinerant
preaching ascetic. He is said to have married and become a cotton-carder. He died
in Naraina (near Jaipur) which continues to be the center of his tradition. The
Dadupantha developed soon after his death. One of Dadi’s disciples, Rajjab, is said
to have compiled his sayings (bani), which consist of religious didactic verses and
devotional songs in Braj bhasa. Another disciple, Sundaradasa, composed many
devotional hymns and short religious poems in a highly Sanskritized Braj bhasa.
His Jhanasamudra integrated a yogic heritage from the system of Gorakhanatha
and from the Patanjalayoga, and was perhaps influenced by Caitanyaite theol-
ogy. According to the Dadtpantha doctrine, devotion consisting of chanting
God’s name, etc., leads to a state of union with God who is the object of devotion.
In this state of nonduality, the devotee becomes fully conscious of his total depen-
dance on God (dasatva). While Dada himself converted members from all strata
of society, Hindus and Muslims alike, to his way, the Dadupantha today only
accepts persons identified as twice-born. It is followed by laymen and by religious
ascetics, mostly men, who are designated as viraktas. The Dadtpantha is divided
into two main branches, Khalsa which is attached to the center of Naraina and
to Dadw’s immediate disciples and Uttaradha which traces its lineage to those pre-
ceptors of the Dadupantha who migrated to northern regions after Dadu’s death.
While the viraktas of the Uttaradha branch sometimes exercise a profession in
society, the Khakhi (“ash-smeared”) viraktas, another group of Dadtpantha
ascetics, lead a life of complete renunciation. The Dadtpanthi Nagas were origi-
nally organized as a militant group perhaps around the mid-seventeenth century,
but today consist of laymen and ascetics (Thiel-Horstmann 1983).
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Haridasa belongs to the sixteenth century according to modern research. His
hagiography seems generally unreliable. The canon of the Haridasa tradition
contains the poems of its successive heads of the organization till around
1750-60, and two works which are attributed to Haridasa: the Kelimala, a
devotional poem which depicts the love sports of Radha and Krsna, and the
Astadasasiddhanta, a brief didactic poem which warns against worldly life which
is an illusion, emphasizes the value of meditation on God (Kunjabihari) and
absolute devotion to him. The sadhu Biharinidasa (probably late sixteenth to early
seventeenth century), a prolific writer, produced the main code of worship of
this tradition. The two main subdivisions of the tradition could have originated
from two disciples of Haridasa: the Gosvamis, who are in charge of the main
temple of this tradition, claim to have descended from Jagannatha, a married
Panjabi Brahman, while Sadhus, renouncers who practice worship in which
singing devotional hymns (samkirtana) is of the utmost importance, trace their
spiritual lineage to Vithalavipula. In the early eighteenth century, in response to
the organization of Vaisnava groups into four main traditions (catuhsampradaya)
by Savai Jaisingh, the Sadhu Pitambaradasa defended the thesis that the Haridasa
tradition stemmed from the school of Nimbarka, while the Gosvamis claimed an
affiliation with Visnusvamin'’s school. A schism occurred between these two sub-
divisions in the second quarter of the eighteenth century, after which Sadhus
lived secluded in monasteries, a disposition which continued till the end of the
nineteenth century. Apart from Sadhus and Gosvamis, the Haridasa tradition
has a following of lay people who receive varied types of initiation with dif-
ferent mantras from a preceptor of either of the two groups (Haynes 1974;
Rosenstein 1997).

Sanskritizing traditions from the late fifteenth century

The fifteenth and sixteenth centuries which saw the growth of the traditions of
NIA expression also witnessed the rise of two Sanskritizing Vaisnava traditions,
those of Vallabha and Caitanya, both closely associated with a devotion to
images perceived as the very form (svariipa) of Krsna and with the mythology of
Krsna's life as described in the Bhagavatapurana. These two teachers (who lived
around the same time) or their immediate disciples, identified several places
in the Braj region as Gokula and as sacred sites of Vrindavan which mythol-
ogy associates with Krsna’s life. The Vallabha tradition, from the time of
Vitthalanatha, glorified the role of Radha, Krsna's favorite cowherd girl (gopi),
and Caitanya tradition (and connected traditions) stressed the worship of the
divine couple (yugala) which they formed (Barz 1992: 90-1). This mode of
worship was not new but received a great impetus during the sixteenth century
in traditions of NIA expression (like the Haridasa tradition) as well. This was also
associated with the revival of the Nimbarka tradition (Clémentin-Ojha 1990:
351-75). Both Vallabha’s and Caitanya'’s traditions, like that of Madhva, gave
great importance to the Bhagavatapurana. They held devotion superior to
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knowledge and built religious doctrines rather than scholastic philosophies on
the lines of the Vaisnava schools of Vedanta of the tenth to thirteenth centuries.
The importance which the Vaisnava schools of Vedanta gave to devotion which
could be practiced by all, irrespective of their social status, did not affect their
social conservatism. By contrast, Vallabha’'s and Caitanya’s traditions which
held the same position with regard to access to devotion had to envisage
integrating backward classes, women, and other converts in a congregation of
devotees which implied social promiscuity.

Vallabha's tradition, called Vallabhasampradaya, consists of a doctrine, the
Suddhadvaita (“Nondualism of the pure,” that is, of Srikrsna-Parabrahman),
and a religious path guided by it, the Pustimarga. According to hagiography,
Vallabha was born in 1479 in a family of Telugu Brahmans in a village on the
Godavari river. He passed his childhood in Varanasi, studied Vedas, Sastras, and
Puranas and spent 19 years debating with scholars and spreading his doctrine
during pilgrimage tours. In 1493—4 he is said to have identified at Krsna's
command, an image on the Govardhana Hill in Braj as Srigovardhananathajt,
the very form (svariipa) of Srikrsna whose worship became an important feature
of his tradition. This image was later moved to Nathadvara in Rajasthan and
is now known as Srinithaji. In 1494 again, according to Vallabha himself,
Srikrsna revealed to him the brahmasambandha (direct relation with the Brahman
who is Srikrsna). This initiation is said to remove the impurities (dosas) of the
soul, who then proceeds to worship Srikrsna by dedicating all actions and pos-
sessions to him. According to hagiography, Vallabha, who was celibate, married
in around 1502 under the order of the image of Vitthala of Pandharpur. His
tradition does not consist of ascetics and all preceptors and laymen are
householders. In 1531 Vallabha became a renouncer and retired to Varanasi
where he died (Barz 1992: 16-55).

Eighty-four Sanskrit works are ascribed to Vallabha, among which Subodhint
and Anubhasya commentaries on the Bhagavatapurana and Brahmasitras, the
Tattvarthadipa, based on the Bhagavatapurana, the Sodasagrantha, 16 tracts
which discuss dedication to God and the three obstacles to it, are considered as
important. According to Vallabha, sentient beings and insentient world are the
real manifestations of Srikrsna-Parabrahman. Sentient beings are nondifferent
from Srikrsna in nature but do not realize it due to ignorance (avidya) imparted
to them by Srikrsna himself. Their release (uddhara) too is bestowed by the god
himself through his grace (anugraha) and out of his own free will (iccha). Srikrsna
appears in different incomplete divine “descents” (avataras) in sport (Iila) and out
of compassion for his devotees but his only complete avatdra is that of Srikrsna
who lived in Braj and whose deeds are described in the Bhagavatapurana. The
institutional and doctrinal connections which hagiography ascribes between his
tradition and that of Visnusvamin remain uncertain (Barz 1992: 45).

Vallabha's elder son Gopinatha, and later his younger son Vitthalanatha, suc-
ceeded him at the head of the organization. Vitthalanatha (died in 1586)
received several grants from Emperor Akbar, one of which was used to found a
new village at Gokula near Mathura, where he settled with his family and his
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followers. He delegated the guidance of the Vallabha tradition among his seven
sons, each of them in charge of one or several divine images of temples in dif-
ferent places in the present Uttar Pradesh, Rajasthan, and Gujarat states. These
charges were transmitted to further generations through the eldest male descen-
dants of Vitthalanatha's sons. Vallabha and Vitthalanatha initiated Muslims,
women, and untouchables (Barz 1992: 47).

The Vallabha tradition produced a vast literature in Sanskrit (Dasgupta 1975:
373-81) and also developed a devotional literature of high quality in Braj bhasa.
Four disciples of Vallabha, Stradasa (1483-1563, the author of the Strasagara),
Kumbhanadasa, Paramanandadasa, and Krsnadasa, and four disciples of
Vitthalanatha who wrote and sang the glory of the image of Srigovard-
hananathaji, are known as the astachapa. Their songs (kirtanas) form part of the
disinterested service rendered to the god, called seva. Seva consists of collective
praise of the god before his image, donation of wealth to the temples of the tra-
dition, and finally constant contemplation of Srikrsna. This form of worship is
characteristic of Vallabha’s Pustimarga, built around the notion of Srikrsna’s
grace. It is to be distinguished from the maryadamarga, considered as inferior, that
is, the conventional mode of worship such as piija and observance of scriptural
injunctions. In Pustimarga, where external and mundane actions represent
divine events, meditation on and physical enactment of Krsna's games (Iilas)
played an important role from the time of these poets (Barz 1992: 46 sqq., 52,
97-104).

Visvambharamisra, the future Caitanya, was probably a younger contem-
porary of Vallabha, but his exact dates (usually said to be 1486-1533) remain
uncertain. Sanskrit and Bengali hagiographies written soon after Caitanya’s
death provide a detailed though often unreliable picture of his life. It is said that
Visvambharamisra, born in a Vaisnava Brahmin family of Navadvipa (Nadia)
in Bengal, grew up in a milieu in which Kamalaksa Bhattacarya (also named
Advaitacarya) was influential. Kamalaksa Bhattacarya was the disciple of
Madhavendra Purl who seems to have taught a Sankarite nondualism combined
with devotion. Visvambharamisra had a traditional sastric education and was a
householder who remarried on the death of his first wife. At the age of 22 he is
said to have received in Gaya an initiation with Krsnamantra from I$vara Puri
(perhaps another disciple of Madhavendra Purt), which debuted his mystical life.
On his return to Navadvipa, he organized the collective singing of kirtanas with
music and ecstatic dancing. Singing processions in the city (nagarakirtana)
were also organized with the agreement of the local Mohammedan authority.
Possibly in 1510, VisSvambharamisra was initiated into renunciation by Kesava
Bharat1 (perhaps an Advaitin renouncer, De 1961: 20) and received his name
Srikrsnacaitanya, abbreviated to Caitanya. After many years of pilgrimage he
settled in Puri, but continued to visit holy places, especially Vrindavan where he
is said to have identified certain sites as places connected with Krsna's life.
Caitanya is said to have spent the rest of his life in ecstasy and in the worship
of Jagannatha, the image of the main temple of Puri (De 1961: 17, 20, 30-2,
67-110; Hardy 1974: 37-40).
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Caitanya’s affiliation with the Madhva tradition is a late construction. His fol-
lowers came to be known as Gaudiyavaisnavas, that is, Vaisnavas from the Gauda
region (situated in present South Bengal). After his death an important group
gathered around Nityananda, an early companion of Caitanya (and perhaps pre-
viously an Avadhita ascetic), who remained in Navadvipa. Nityananda seems
to have accepted members of all social classes more easily than Caitanya, who
allowed equal access to worship and to the role of preceptor but held a rather
conservative view with regard to social rules. He became a householder and had
two wives. Another group formed in Vrindavan around six of Caitanya'’s disci-
ples, called Gosvamins. Apart from these two main branches other smaller
groups arose around several personalities and sometimes against certain teach-
ers(De1961:13-15,77-8,107-9, 111 sqq., 84 n. 2; Majumdar 1969: 260-9).

Caitanya did not write any work except perhaps the Siksastaka, a collection
of eight verses describing his intense joy of devotion to Krsna (De 1961: 113).
The Six Gosvamins composed the basic scriptures of the tradition. Sanatana and
Rupa, two brothers, and their nephew Jiva, the most prolific of the three, are the
authors of main literary as well as ritual and theological works. According to
them Bhagavant, that is, Srikrsna, is the ultimate reality who possesses infinite
powers and creates the universe which is real and ever dependent on him. He
has an undifferentiated aspect (Brahman) in which his powers lay in a latent
form and another aspect in which he is the inner controller of all creation
(Paramatman). The individual soul (jiva) is neither different from Bhagavant (it
forms a part of him) nor nondifferent from him (it retains its individuality in
release which can be obtained either during his lifetime or after death). Devotion
to Krsna is the sole means of release. This devotion (bhava) which is ever present
in all beings is aroused by practice (sadhana) which comprises raganuga (sponta-
neous attachment to God) and vaidhi (practice of the injunctions of the Scrip-
tures). Constant practice of devotion in all its aspects or the grace of Krsna lead
the soul to the experience of divine love (preman). An essential feature of the
doctrine is the explication of devotion through the notion of aesthetical emo-
tion (rasa) and its utilization of the terminology of Sanskrit poetics (De 1961:
166-244).

The other three Gosvamins are Raghunatha Bhatta, Raghunathadasa, and
Gopala Bhatta. No work of Raghunatha Bhatta is extant. Raghunathadasa com-
posed devotional hymns imbued with mysticism expressed in an erotic fashion
and centered on the worship of the couple Radha-Krsna. The well-known
Haribhaktivilasa is attributed (though with some uncertainty) to Gopala Bhatta
(Joshi 1959). It codifies the behavioral and ritual rules of the Caitanya tradition,
is influenced by Puranic, Pancaratra, and Tantric texts. Its prescriptions include
the possibility of also initiating Candalas, but with Tantric mantras (De 1961:
454). Besides doctrinal and ritual texts, the Caitanya tradition produced a large
quantity of Sanskrit poems, dramas, and biographical works. Its early literature
also comprised devotional songs in Bengali. Caitanya directly or indirectly
inspired a number of traditions, the most important being the Radhavallabhis
and the Sahajiyas.



HISTORY OF VAISNAVA TRADITIONS 263

Little is known about Hitaharivamsa (1502-52) and the tradition of the
Radhavallabhis (mentioned in Nabhadasa’s Bhaktamala) which claims him as its
founder. Hagiography describes him as born in a rich family near Mathura. He
is said to have settled in Vrindavan at the age of 32 where he founded the
Radhavallabha tradition. The Radhasudhanidhi in Sanskrit and two Hindi works
are attributed to him. On his death, his son Krsnadasa (probably born in 1531)
became the head of the organization. He constructed a temple for the image of
Radhavallabha which had been discovered by Hitaharivamsa, and the worship
of this image formed one of the features of this tradition. This temple was
destroyed by Aurangzeb (Shukla 1971: 21-2). Works attributed to Krsnadasa
reveal a strong influence of the Caitanya tradition, especially of Riipa Gosvamin.
They consist of a Padavali in Braj bhasa and 13 Sanskrit texts, several of which
were commented upon in Braj bhasa by later authors. His Karnananda, a poem
on the sports of Radha and Krsna, with his own commentary is his main work
(Shukla 1971: 22-3, 68-91). The works of Hitaharivamsa and Krsnadasa show
no interest in religious practices or philosophical discussions. Their main theme
is the constant and eternal union of Radha and Krsna. The contemplation of this
union by the individual soul who is said to be the female friend (sakhi) of Radha,
gives rise to an emotion of joy (hita) which forms the aim of devotion to Radha
and Krsna and is considered as release (Shukla 1971: 24 sqq.). The Sakhibhava
group, where men dressed and behaved like Radha’s female friends, may have
been a branch of the Radhavallabha tradition (Renou 1985a: 647).

The links of the Bengali Vaisnava Sahajiya (from sahaja, “innate,” “natural”)
tradition with the Buddhist Sahajiya tradition (which flourished in Bengal at
least three centuries before Caitanya) are uncertain. Though modern scholar-
ship does not rule out a Sahajiya influence on Caitanya himself (through his
direct disciples Ramananda Raya, Nityananda, and Jahnavi, Nityananda's wife,
who are said to have been Sahajiyas) (Dimock 1966: 46-55), it seems more prob-
able that the Caitanya tradition influenced Sahajiyas.

Sahajiya followers had no regard for Vedic texts, but accepted texts written by
Vaisnava authors (Dimock 1966: 185-6). The Vaisnava Sahajiya tradition pro-
duced a vast amount of literature often kept secret by its followers (M. M. Bose
1930: 261-302). It contains a great number of lyric songs, the date of which
modern scholarship has not yet fixed. Its Tantras (of which 79 titles are known)
were written in Bengali, in an obscure and coded language (sandha-bhasa),
between the early seventeenth and nineteenth centuries (Dimock 1966: 38,
124; Gupta 1981: 177, 201). They adopted the Caitanya theology besides their
own views. Sahajiyas considered Caitanya as the teacher of their doctrine and
believed he was incarnated as both Radha and Krsna in a single body. Besides the
conventional mode of devotion, they prescribed mystic worship in order to
realize the divine presence of Radha and Krsna and their union in one’s own self
(Dimock 1966: 228). Their mystical physiology, influenced by Tantric traditions,
insisted on the role of chastity and the control of rasa (semen) (Dimock 1966:
157) in a spiritual progress which is said to be divided into three stages. During
the first stage the adept learns certain mantras from an initiating preceptor and
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conducts such practices as the repetition of Krsna’s names. The second stage
involves ritualized copulation with meditation on the divine couple. In the third
stage the adept, transcending all physical desires, experiences the eternal divine
union of Radha and Krsna which is pure bliss (M. M. Bose 1930, passim; Dimock
1966: 124-248). Though it had no consideration for orthodox social concep-
tions and believed in the personal evaluation of moral principles, the Sahajiya
tradition with its esoteric rituals conducted in secrecy did not enter into conflict
with society (Dimock 1966: 105, 121). The Sahajiya tradition is said to no
longer exist, but the possibility of its continuation in contemporary India is
evoked (Dimock 1966: 249).

Other minor movements inspired by the Caitanya tradition remain less well
known due to a lack of documentation. Kartabhajas recognized Kartababa
(end of the eighteenth century) of Navadvipa and his descendants as their only
deity. The Spastadayakas, followers of Riparama Kabiraja, lived in celibacy in
monasteries which gathered men and women (Renou 1985a: 646-7). A group
of Vaisnavas of Orissa, called the paricasakhas, “the five friends,” who worshipped
the formless Krsna, are also said to have been followers of Caitanya (Majumdar
1969: 240; Mukherjee 1978: 313-14).

Except Vallabha's, Caitanya’s, and related traditions, mention must also be
made of Sankaradeva (1449-1548). The tradition which claims him as its
founder was independent from the Caitanya tradition though seventeenth-
century hagiography mentions a meeting of both the religious leaders. It
remained confined mostly to Assam. Twenty-seven works, written in Sanskrit
and Assamese, are attributed to Sankaradeva. Among them six plays (called
natas, natakas, and yatras) still extant show that the extensive use of dramatic
performances was from the beginning a main feature of his tradition. His teach-
ings were based on devotion as explained in the Bhagavatapurana. He and his
first disciple, Madhava, a main propagandist of the tradition, were kayasthas.
Sankaradeva’s granddaughters and great-granddaughters played an important
role in the creation of its monasteries, called sattras, where monks and married
devotees lived in separate quarters. Soon after Sankaradeva’s death the tradi-
tion subdivided into several currents; the four main ones are usually counted
Brahma-, Nika-, Purusa-, and Kala-samhatis. The ceremony of conversion to this
tradition is called Sarana. The main object of worship is a book (normally the
Bhagavatapurana) while the use of images is not strictly forbidden. Objects used
by the gurus of the tradition are also worshipped (Neog 1965).

Late Vaispava Tantras

Apart from Pafcaratra texts, several Tantric works were of special importance
for the different Vaisnava traditions. The Ramananda tradition favored the use of
several texts, like an Agastyasamhita (different from the Pancaratra text of the
same title and probably from the twelfth century) for their worship of Rama. The
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sixteenth-century Caitanya texts quote the Gautamiyatantra as their authority.
Later tantras like the I$anasamhitd and the Urdhvamnayasamhita either
mention Gauranga, that is, Caitanya, or promote him as the main object of
worship (Goudriaan 1981: 105 sqq.). Several ritual Tantric texts, tentatively
called “Kali-Visnu Tantras,” like the Kalivilasatantra, the Utpattitantra, the
Kamadhenutantra, tried integrating Vaisnavism into Saktism by claiming Krsna
to be a son of Kali. They seem to be associated with the Vaisnava revival which
arose in northeastern India from the sixteenth century onwards (Goudriaan
1981: 82-4).

Late Modern and Contemporary Vaisnava Traditions
and Groups

New Vaispnava movements developed in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
The Svaminarayana tradition (nineteenth century) from Gujarat promoted both
social and religious reforms. The Assamese reformist movements that arose in
the 1930s, like the Haridhaniyas (or Nama Kirtaniyas), the Mahakiyas, etc., may
also be mentioned in this context (Cantlie 1985). At the end of the nineteenth
century, Bengal saw a revival of Vaisnavism inspired by the Caitanya devotional
current. While reformist movements like Brahmo Samaj and Arya Samaj scorned
this tradition, several historical personalities illustrate the opposite tendency. For
instance, Bijoy Krishna Goswami (born in 1841), previously an ardent and influ-
ential missionary of the Brahmo Samaj, left it in 1889 and became a follower of
Caitanya. He had several disciples like Bipincandra Pal whom he initiated, but
did not found any organized movement (Jones 1989: 39-41; Lipski 1971). By
constrast, Kedarnath Datt (1838-1914) founded a branch of the Caitanya tra-
dition, the International Society for Krsna Consciousness, which spread outside
India and is popularly known as Hare Krsna movement. Serving as a magistrate
in the British Government, in 1868 he discovered the Caitanya tradition into
which he had been born and subsequently wrote and edited around a hundred
books on the subject. He took the Vaisnava samnyasin Jagannatha Dasa Babajt as
his master and received the name of Bhaktivinoda Thakura from the Gaudiya
Gosvamis in 1887. In the same year he established a printing press in Calcutta
to help circulate Vaisnava texts. He was initiated as a renunciate in 1908. His
son Bhaktisiddhanta Sarasvati succeeded him at his death in 1914. He reestab-
lished the use of the sacred thread in the tradition (which his father had abol-
ished) as a symbol of “real brahminhood” for every initiate irrespective of his
caste or origin. A. C. Bhaktivedanta Svami, who succeeded Bhaktisiddhanta in
1937, aimed at spreading the message of Caitanya among English-speaking
people and undertook a translation of the Bhagavatapurana. Having become a
renouncer in 1959, he visited New York in 1965 at the age of 70 and died in
1977 (Hopkins 1984, passim).
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Conclusion

Vaisnava traditions did not develop in themselves and by themselves. They were
under constant pressure from political and socioeconomic powers which con-
siderably influenced them as protectors, as in the case of the early Bhagavata
tradition, but sometimes also as controllers. For instance, the fortunes of rival
Srivaisnava tendencies may have varied according to the support of Vijayanagar
kings (Appadurai 1977). Another illustration is the political instrumentalization
of the notion of catuhsampradaya (“fourfold tradition” of Vaisnavism which refers
to the traditions of Ramanuja, Visnusvamin, Nimbarka, and Madhva) by the
rulers of Rajasthan in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (Clémentin-Ojha
1999).

The perception of Vaisnavism as a single religion with an homogenous devel-
opment can only be an ideal view. The notion of Vaisnavism partly corroborated
by comparatively late Indian doxographies and adopted by modern scholarship,
corresponds in fact to the aggregation of a multitude of varied traditions. The
above overview shows the successive rise of Vaisnava traditions (and sometimes,
their reappearance in another form) and their multiple aspects. This is because
these traditions had to cater for a variety of human needs in terms of devotion,
rituals, doctrine, and these furthermore towards a chosen divine aspect. Again,
our comprehension of Vaisnavism according to its successive tendencies depends
on extant historical evidence which project to forefront merely fragmented and
crystallized images of Vaisnava traditions. This should not hide the fact that such
trends as asceticism, devotion, image worship probably coexisted at the same
time in Vaisnavism, though the texts do not give them equal importance.

Only critical research can disentangle a historical perspective from textual
views. A comprehensive study of the multifarious and often biaised descriptions
and classifications of Vaispava traditions in Vaispava Sanskrit and vernacular
texts, as well as a complete historical study of such vital themes as the notion of
guru or of initiation in the different Vaisnava traditions, are required. A method-
ical evaluation of the influence of these traditions on each other and on other
traditions, as well as that of the non-Vaisnava traditions on Vaisnava traditions,
would help to locate them more precisely in Indian religions.

More or less institutionalized traditions form only a part of religious culture.
These structures which we tried to circumscribe are, so to say, superficial. Larger
socioreligious realities in fact nourish them: patrons and devotees form the core
of historical Vaisnavism. This continuously changing social substance facilitated
influences and conversions and partly explains the growth and decay of these
traditions.
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Note

1 Another text, the Ramarcanapaddhati, sometimes dated to the fifteenth century
(Burghart 1978: 127), also contains this declaration, but more recently it has been
assigned to the late nineteenth or early twentieth centuries (Bakker 1986: 120).
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