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BY WAY OF FOREWORD

I will not be excessively apologetic for introducing a 
collection o f erudite essays in a field unfamiliar to me—  
though I do feel, just a wee bit, like Ruth when she stood v 
in teats amid the alien corn. Also, like her, sick for home.

It is no use pretending I am not sick for home— for 
those dim, and yet how splendid, halls hung with the 
cloudy trophies o f  a dead, immortal past, in which one’s 
best youth was dandled. And yet, the only Sanskrit I ever 
knew was Latin; and something, perhaps, o f the glory that 
was Greece, though without its language. But, as the 
Greek dramatist so happily said, the gods are to each other 
not unknown: there is a secret fellowship that spans time 
and space to make all the classics o f the world one kin.

It is an advantage, surely, when you have to write a 
foreword, not to be too far, but also not too near. So one gets 
the right perspective. And perspective is all there is to it.

The fascination o f Dr. Krishnamoorthy’s essays 
published in this volume is that he is doing here something 
which, to my knowledge, has not yet been done, nor is 
being even attempted, in our country: an effort to under­
stand Sanskrit critical concepts and attitudes against the 
background o f Western thought. This naturally involves 
severe intellectual discipline and, above all, honesty. Much 
ignorance has been perpetuated by hit-or-miss renderings 
o f Sanskrit terms into English. Translation is always, at 
its best, a betrayal; but this is especially so when creative 
literature is what is being translated. In the translation o f



critical literature, the task cannot be so desperate, provided 
■care is taken to get the fullest possible sense o f  the terms 
involved, in both languages. Oftener than not, a complete 
correspondence is not to be found, the parallel— if  one may 
indulge in a geometrical solecism— is only tangential, and 
the result is a simultaneous obscuration o f both terms.

Dr. Krishnamoorthy has tried to keep clear o f this 
trap. His renderings are usually tentative, generally con­
fining themselves to that aspect o f  the original which is 
most relevant to the context, neither shirking the issue nor 
claiming completeness. None knows better than he that, 
while etymology helps in rescuing a word from later accre­
tions born o f  the vagaries o f usage, still a word is not just 
its etymology, any more than the author o f King Lear is 
just the son o f Mary Arden and John Shakespeare.

The originality o f  these essays lies in that most o f  
them could have only been written by a man who knows a 
great deal more than Sanskrit; one who can switch fluently 
from one literature to another; one who can illuminate 
knotty points in Sanskrit criticism by intelligent reference 
to  English critics, even the very modern, like Eliot and 
Richards.

As a lover o f  Sanskrit, but especially o f  that branch o f 
its critical literature which is concerned with Poetics, 
D r. Krishnamoorthy is particularly anxious to save our 
classics from the thousand-and-one commentaries that over­
lay and overweigh them. T o  isolate, and affirm, beauty as 
a value, to resolve the entire question o f criticism into one 
•of good taste versus bad taste, and do it, not by fond, 
arbitrary fancy, but with the aid o f  authority intelligently
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and sympathetically interpreted, is a heroic effort to resur­
rect a buried city; to make us see, as the author suggests in 
his Introduction, the wood in the trees. And few scholars 
have, to my knowledge, better qualifications for this task 
than D r. Krishnamoorthy. Like the work o f  his own 
favourite critic, Anandavatdhana, these essays constitute, 
not a commentary, but a discovery.

DHARWAR, \  
I-I-I964 J

Armando Menezes
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PREFATORY NOTE

The essays here collected deal mostly with several 
aspects o f  ancient Indian critical theory and practice. The 
collection might appear uneven since they have been 
written over a period o f several years; many o f them 
have appeared in different periodicals. What brings them 
together into something like a unity is, I hope, their 
common concern with interpretation o f Indian literary 
ideas. They return again and again to certain common 
concepts o f  critical judgment. Nearly all o f  them treat o f 
Sanskrit poetry and drama in some aspect or other. Since 
the study o f  poetry is a single pursuit, I hope that they may 
be found to have some connection with each other and 
to display something o f  a point o f view on matters in 
which most lovers o f poetry are interested.

In modern discussions o f critical theory, the Sanskrit 
theorists are, more often than not, ignored; and it is hoped 
that these essays may show how their ideas do not merit 
neglect even today.

The word ‘criticism’ in the title is used broadly to 
include principles o f literary theory and is not used in the 
narrow sense o f  practical criticism. Sanskrit criticism 
believes in poetic values which can be considered in their 
own right, and their discussions involve something more 
than an account o f personal likes and dislikes. It has been 
my aim to make my account o f these as much o f interest to 
the general reader as to the specialist.

I should express my thanks to the Editors o f The Aryan 
Path, The Indian Historical Quarterly, The Poona Orientalist,



xiv

and the Karnatak University Journal for the courtesy o f  
permission to reprint the essays first published by them. I 
am grateful to Professor Armando Menezes for adding to 
the value o f  this book by _ contributing his Foreward. 
I am extremely obliged to D r. D .C. Pavate, Vice-Chancellor 
o f  the Karnatak University, for encouraging me by permit­
ting this work to be released as a University publication. 
M y thanks are also due to Sri C.S. Kanavi, Director o f Publi­
cations, and his courteous staff for assistance in seeing the 
book through the Press.

KARNATAK UNIVERSITY "'J
DHARWAR y  K . Krishnamoorthy

January 4, 1964. J
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INTRODUCTION

M ost modern accounts o f ancient Indian poetry and 
poetic theory lay emphasis on the stereotyped nature o f  
its critical rules and canons, with their unending divisions 
and subdivisions. Historical surveys of the categories o f 
Sanskrit poetics, more often than not, miss the wood for 
the trees. It would appear as though the ancient Indian 
writers had an obsession for labels and classifications, 
whether o f figurative turns or character types, o f literary 
genres or poetic, excellences. On fundamental issues like the 
nature and function o f poetry, its ways and means, it would 
seem we are given some ready-made catchwords or sutras 
which are liable to be interpreted far too mechanically. 
Even granting that this view is all right as far as it 
goes, some might feel that it does not go far enough. 
For the extant treatises on the subject are all posterior 
to the richly creative period o f Sanskrit literature, which 
saw the rise o f master-poets like Valmlki and Kalidasa, 
Asvaghosa and Bharavi; and they are couched in a style 
avowedly aphoristic, allowing no room for any general 
discussion o f principles. But this cannot be taken as 
sufficient to warrant the conclusion that Indians were 
devoid o f doctrines and points o f view  which are relevant 
for all time in criticism. The achievemeet o f a Valmiki or 
a Kalidasa cannot be explained solely in terms o f the later 
rules, however detailed; their works point to a body o f  
sound literary and critical principles shared by poets and 
critics alike in their time. These general critical ideas have 
to be gathered from stray hints dropped by the poets 
themselves in their works, and from the hints supplied by
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unconventional writers like Rajasekhara, author o f the 
interesting Kiivyctmmamsu (c. 900 a .d .)

Rajasekhara, for instance, tells us how there were 
reputed literary critics in important cities like UjjayinI and 
Patallputra, and how they adjudged the merits o f poets 
like Kalidasa, Bhartr-mentha and Bharavi. H ow  could 
they have discharged their function satisfactorily unless 
they were sure o f  the grounds o f criticism ? It is difficult 
for us to conceive that they took a verse at random from 
any given work and pronounced judgement on the author’s 
relative merits solely on grounds o f technical skill. I f  we 
are to believe Rajasekhara, they seem to have had a very 
sharp critical acumen, in so far as they had a well-defined 
scale o f assessment to measure not only poetic success 
but also poetic failure, a scale admitting o f more than 
a dozen precise categories o f poets —  good, bad and 
indifferent —  the highest being that o f  ‘Kaviraja’ .

That well-organised critical opinion was an established 
fact in the time o f  Kalidasa is clearly evidenced by the 
modest tone adopted by him in the prefaces to some o f his 
poems and plays. I f  he calls himself a dullwit aspiring after 
poetic fame (mandah kaviyasahprartht)  in his R aghuvamsa, 
he openly states in the prologue to his best play that he 
would be loth to take pride in his dramatic skill until the 
learned critics were satisfied with the performance o f  his 
play; and ends with the note: “ Let t(he words o f  the 
learned flourish!”  (sarasvatl srutamahatam mahlyatilm).

Who are these ‘learned’ ones that Kalidasa cannot 
forget whenever he starts or closes one o f his works? A ll 
too easily, one might take them to be identical with the 
pandits at the Court, learned in the several disciplines o f  
thought in general and in the rules o f  rhetoric in particular.
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But it can only be a prejudiced view. That Kalidasa was 
addressing his works to a select band o f ‘experts’ at the 
court is a modern canard. I f  it were true to any extent, 
the modest poet would not have mustered his courage to 
tell them to their faces that they would be a pack o f fools 
if  they underrated him, in comparison with the older 
playwrights, simply because he was new. Why should he 
imagine that the ‘experts’ had to be taught the first lesson 
in critical judgement, that everything old need not be goldy 
or vice versa ? Besides, he adds in the same breath that the 
theatre provides uniform entertainment to an audience 
whose tastes are myriad. We might, therefore, infer that 
enlightened critical opinion o f literary critics was a factor 
which even Kalidasa could not ignore; and that he shows 
due deference to the good critics, while having a dig at 
the bad ones. There is no reason to assume that critics 
were confined to royal courts. For aught we know 
Kalidasa might have addressed critics all over India.

N or is Kalidasa a stray instance o f  this phenomenon. 
Extolling good taste and running down bad taste became 
almost the main theme o f the conventional prefaces o f 
every Sanskrit writer, from Bana onwards. Though the 
remarks offered by the poets themselves on this question may 
be dismissed as meagre and insufficient to build up anything 
like a structure o f the broad critical principles prevalent 
in India, we cannot ignore the fundamental fact that 
the critics with taste alone were honoured and looked upon 
as proper judges o f poetry; not scholars or grammarians. 
Rules o f technique were there, o f course, for the guidance 
o f  poets and critics alike. But these never meant underat­
ing o f genius in the poet or o f taste in the critic. Even 
the ‘rules’, often openly, did concede this first premiss.



4 Essays in Sanskrit Literary Criticism

We have been labouring at some length what is a 
commonplace today, because one o f the major functions 
o f  criticism is to highlight the workings o f  genius on the 
one hand and o f taste on the other. They have an affinity 
with each other inasmuch as they do not admit o f a 
scientific analysis and are to some extent a mystery. They 
are also alike in their concern for aesthetic value. I f  genius 
creates beauty, taste recognises it; it is a full circle. 
The Indians would go to the extent o f affirming the 
essential identity o f genius and taste, because o f  identity in 
aesthetic experience. The difference is only in respect o f  
function: one is creative, the other is not; that is all.

What is the value o f aesthetic experience? Why should 
the poet create and the critic appreciate? In ancient India, 
these questions did not appear to require any special 
pleading or elaborate discussion, because the poet’s status 
was traditionally the most honoured in Indian life. Unlike 
any other country in the ancient world, India alone had a 
heritage o f hoary poetry, viz., the Veda, which had come 
to be looked upon as infallible scripture in guiding man’s 
life here and hereafter. The later lawbooks, like that o f 
Manu, which derived their authority from these, were also 
poetic in their own way. And the vast body o f epic 
literature, too, was at once secular poetry and sacred ethics 
and philosophy. ; Even in classical times, poetry was 
expected to present an integrated unity o f the good, the 
true and the beautiful, though the last came to receive a 
more pointed attention. Even the highest kings and 
philosophers aspired after poetic glory as the only thing 
immortal in a mortal world. Against this background, 
one need not wonder at the claims made on behalf o f 
poetry by the ancient Indian theorists. ( Their claim that,
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through poetry, all the known values o f life can be realised, 
and delectably at that, is not an idle apology or a wild 
exaggeration when applied to the best and greatest poems 
o f antiquity. A  poem, say, the Ramayana, is ranked great 
not merely because o f its aesthetic value, but also because 
o f  its ethical and religious or spiritual value. So the very 
name for the epic genre which came to be devised by the 
theorists was ‘mahakavja’ (great poem). Similarly ‘great’ 
plays (nataka)  in India were required to be based on epic 
themes.

Only when a play or a poem makes no pretence to 
‘greatness’, are aesthetic criteria alone enough to assess 
its value. ("Indian criticism is not prepared to recognise a 
poem as ‘great’ solely on aesthetic grounds if  it is ethically 
hollow, i f  its philosophy o f life is not profound, if  its 
extent is not vast. Such a work is recognised as precious 
poetry ( muktaka)  but only under the head o f ‘light’ 
literature ( laghu-kavya) . This is the region o f lyrics and 
epigrams, comedies and burlesques. The epic themes 
cover the whole o f the human situation in all its variety, 
and the epic characters are semi-divine in stature. The 
epic imagination endows life and significance even to 
inanimate nature, and the treatment is throughout ideal. 
The poetic manner or vein (varnam) is just as important 

the poetic matter. We step into a world altogether 
different from the world o f stark reality, and yet appealing 
to our hearts as more real than reality. The heart accepts 
the world o f  art which our reason might reject. The 
Indian mind, with its love o f the mystic, has always given 
to poetic or imaginative truth a place higher than scientific 
truth. Both the mystic philosopher and the epic poet are 
‘seers’ (rsi); they see deeper into the life o f things, and in
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this they are alike. The difference lies only in the methods 
adopted by them to embody their vision. While the 
philosopher chooses the method o f  logical analysis and o f 
abstract speculation, the poet prefers the synthetic method 
o f  concretising the abstract. It is only in this ideal sense 
that we can fully appreciate the traditional equation o f the 
poet and the seer (nilnrsih kavirityuktam). The court-poets 
who revelled in wordy conceits to please their kings do 
not merit any comparison with the maha-kavi-s who were 
rsi-s. They were only practitioners o f the poetic trade, 
and not at all, in the true sense o f the word, poets.
/ The Indian explanation o f the vital principle o f unity 

/underlying ‘great’ poems and plays is the much misunder­
stood theory o f ‘rasa’ . It has something to do with mental 
states and emotions, but is not, as often made out, identical 
with them. The theory is not merely psychological; it 
embodies the Indian philosophy o f aesthetics. "Harmony 
or propriety (apcitya)  is o f its very essence, and it should 
be interpreted as a principle o f harmony between various 
factors involved in a literary work. It is not a ready-made 
scheme which can be indiscriminately applied to every 
work claiming to be poetry. The popular practice o f 
regarding every love-song as an instance o f SxngZra-rasa, 
and every limerick as an instance o f hasya-rasa is jejune.

It is only after making sure that, in a given work, 
there is aesthetic appeal or rasa that one can think o f 
particularising it as this or that. '-Anyway, it must be 
realised that the principle o f rasa has different applications 
in the different literary forms.' -In the drama, where its 
demand is uppermost, it becomes the sole criterion for the 
depiction o f characters and for the development o f  plot. 
The principles o f unity o f action and consistency o f
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character derive directly from the principle o f rasa. In the 
epic, because o f  its vast dimensions, these principles get 
diluted, but do not disappear. They only become adjusted 
to the claims o f  variety in character and incident. This is 
true, by and large, o f the prose romances also. In the 
lyric, where there is no variety and no plot or character- 
development, the self-same principle o f rasa assumes a new 
form o f harmony between mental states and moods through 
the central core o f a dominant emotion underlying them 
all. It also embraces the assessment o f the contribution 
made to the rasa by figures o f speech and qualities o f style. 
The older theorists were wont to confine the principle o f 
rasa to drama and the lyric; hence it could only be one o f 
the several aspects o f beauty (alankara)  in a full-fledged 
epic. But the new critics headed by Anandavardhana 
brilliantly pleaded for an unrestricted application o f it to 
great epics also, on the ground that it was the sole 
aesthetic principle. This is a principle which pinpoints 
the poet’s vision of, and emphasis upon, a dominant 
quality pervading the human universe, and which gives to 
the work o f  great poets that unique universality, tantamount 
to a ‘criticism o f life’ .

The Indian /^/-theorists speak o f this as sadharamka- 
rana; and it is o f  the very essence o f rasa. The poet’s raw 
emotion, qua emotion, has no importance in poetry. It is 
only when it is impersonalised and universalised by 
the impact o f the poet’s genius that we have rasa. ' It  is the 
unique pratibha (intuition) o f  the poet which accomplishes 
the miracle o f givitig to the particular the weight and force 
o f the universal. We might conclude that rasa, as under­
stood by the Indians, stands not only for the aesthetic 
value o f emotions, but also for their universal significance



which is the sine qua non o f literature, j So interpreted, 
highly sensuous descriptions o f amours will cease to be 
instances o f srngura-rasa in literature; spectacular and sensa­
tional melodrama will not provide instances o f dramatic 
vjra-rasa ; they will be only caricatures o f the true rasa, 
though medieval Indian theorists like Rudrabhatta and 
Bhanudatta laboured under this misunderstanding. Am ong 
writers o f Sanskrit poetics too, we have to distinguish, then, 
between pedants and connoisseurs, sdstrins and sahrdayas, 
the best representative o f the latter being Anandavardhana 
with his sound principle o f rasa-dhvani. It was he that 
worked out in full the practical implications o f the aesthetic 
principle o f rasa in every literary genre, and who reinter­
preted all the earlier categories o f poetics in the light o f 
this vital principle. It was left to his able commentator, 
Abhinavagupta, to give rasa a strong metaphysical founda­
tion. But for him, aesthetic experience (rasa)  could not 
have claimed an independent and equal status with the 
other accepted values o f truth and goodness. After him, 
artists could say that the contemplation o f the beautiful 
(rasa) was as much a stepping stone to the summum 
honum (moksa)  as that o f the good (dharma) and the 
true (tattva-jhana) .  A  full consideration o f the general 
principle o f rasa w ill remove the charge that the Indians 
neglected aesthetics in their fondness for ethics and 
metaphysical speculation. They achieved a synthetic 
harmony between the three fields, unknown in the history 
o f  other countries. A ll their canons o f propriety and 
decorum follow from their aesthetic principle o f rasa; all 
their categories o f rhetoric, stylistic devices and figura­
tive turns hinge upon this vital principle. Hence it is 
that the Indians talk o f rasa as the very ‘soul’ (atman)

8 Essays in Sanskrit Literary Criticism
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o f poetry. The tendency o f studying the other concepts 
in isolation from rasa is both mistaken and misleading.

As regards the structure o f  poetry, Indian thinkers, 
both old and new, are agreed on an organic view. They 
strive to stress the sdhitya or organic unity between content 
(artha) and form (sabda) and would frown upon their 
dichotomy. The very name o f criticism in Sanskrit is 

1 sdhitya-sdstra (‘a study o f  the unity o f content and form’) or 
alankdra-sdstra (£a study o f beauty in literature’). With these 
facts before us, we cannot make the sweeping generali­
sation that the Sanskrit writers are proficient only in 
hair-splitting distinctions and tedious tabulations o f ‘orna­
ments’ and ‘qualities’ o f  poetry, and that they are deficient 
in the synthetic outlook. It becomes the duty o f the 
modern interpreter to take pains to bring out the underly­
ing logic o f the rules, whatever their differences in detail. 
It might be very true that in a decadent age, in the hands 
o f  pedants, the rules might have degenerated into mechani­
cal conventions and allowed the unimaginative critic to 
judge by a ready-made yardstick. Nonetheless, the essen­
tial soundness o f  the philosophy behind the rules need not 
be impugned.

We have observed that the poets enjoyed a high social 
reputa.tion in India. They were almost ranked as prophets; 
royal honours were showered on them. The socially 
respected ideas o f morality and religion, besides intellectual 
attainments o f a high order, were naturally expected o f 
great poets along with their primary capacity to give 
aesthetic delight. That is why, in the traditional require­
ments o f  a poet, though the first place is reserved for 
intuition, wide learning and a sound philosophy are also 
included as essential factors. Untiring practice o f the tools
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o f the trade under a competent guide is the third require­
ment laid down for ensuring the best results. The need for 
such a training must have been acutely present in a classical 
language like Sanskrit, with its complicated grammar, 
many-sided vocabulary, countless metres, and numerous 
figures o f speech. We have no reason to conclude that 
every student was schooled in poetic composition as an 
essential part o f his education, irrespective o f his taste. In 
fact, the primacy o f intuition stressed by the theorists 
gives the lie to any such conclusion.

Sanskrit poets and critics are fond o f  comparing the 
world o f  poetic creation with the universe o f G od’s creat­
ion. In the comparison, it is the world o f  poetry that strikes 
as superior. The poet is a free creator, freer even than God; 
for God, according to Indian thought, is conditioned by 
the karma o f  the souls to be created. The world o f God 
allows room for the ugly as well as the beautiful, for pain as 
well as joy. N ot so the poet’s world. It is one o f unmixed 
beauty and unalloyed joy. An anonymous Prakrit poet 
makes Sarasvat'i, the goddess o f poetry, proud o f her new 
residence in the young poet’s tongue in preference to that 
o f her old husband, Brahma. Another poet waxes eloquent 
over the boundless sweep o f the poet’s imagination that 
can embrace all the fourteen worlds. In such a view, which 
makes the poetic world not an analogue or parallel o f 
G od ’s creation, but one more perfect and autonomous, it 
is a homely maxim that poets are exempt from restraint 
(nirankusah kavayah). The checks and restraints detailed by 
the theorists could in no wise limit the free play o f the 
poet’s imagination; they were only calculated to direct his 
attention to the incidental pitfalls involved in offence to 
grammar or prosody, decorum or scholarship. The typical
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Sanskrit theorist, exacting purist as he was, was not one 
without his share o f aesthetic sensibility. He would be 
ready to ignore even palpable lapses and downright errors 
in master-poets, provided their power was impressively uni­
form. This is illustrated in the well-known Sanskrit 
provision for poetic licence (mahakavi-prayoga).x There is 
also the idea o f  impermanent ‘faults’ (anityadosd), i.e., ‘faults’ 
which become positive graces in exceptional circumstances 
involving a sudden outburst o f emotion. A ll this goes to 
prove that the Indian critics, believing as they did in a 
rational theory o f poetry, did not hold poetry itself to be 
entirely rational.

What, precisely, is the Indian idea o f  artistic beauty? 
The question is more easily raised than answered, because 
Indian theorists do not pose the question at all in this 
particular way. There are different levels o f beauty— beauty 
in the material handled, beauty in the manner o f handling 
it, beauty in nature, and beauty imagined. The Indian 
thinkers are concerned, in their classifications o f subjects fit 
for poetic treatment, styles, qualities and figures o f speech, 
only with the first two which are, by implication, supposed 
to explain beauty. This analysis o f technique down to the 
utmost detail is a singular achievement o f  the ancients,

1 Cf. Some lucky Licence answer to the full
Th’ intent propos’d, that Licence is a rule,
Thus Pagasus, a nearer way to take,
May boldly deviate from the common track;
‘Great wits sometimes may gloriously offend 
And rise to faults true Critics dare not m end;
From vulgar bounds with brave disorder part,
And snatch a grace beyond the reach of art , . . . .

— Alexander Pope, Essay on Criticism, 11. 146-155.
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though it certainly makes difficult reading today. Most o f 
the theorists were themselves poets o f a high order, and it 
is their speciality that they have given concrete illustrations 
o f  every device and grace defined by them, with examples 
o f their own composition. Yet, it is too much to believe 
that any ‘free’ and inspired poet would consciously follow 
these rules while writing a poem. The truth seems to be 
that, both in content and form, a poet did achieve beauty 
which could be intellectually analysed only after the com­
position was completed. The rules are like the skeletons 
o f such analyses. They relate primarily to technique and 
should not be confused with the broad question at issue, 
viz., ‘what is beauty?’ . But something like an answer to 
this question is indicated in connection with the principle 
o f rasa; for, the subjects deemed fit for poetic treatment are 
detailed primarily from this angle. The subjects not only 
include pleasant ones, like victory and revelry, but also 
painful ones, like bereavement. Am ong the rasas them­
selves, we have mutually opposed ones, like Srngara (the 
erotic) and Santa (the tranquil), Hasya '(the comic) and 
Karuna (the pathetic), Vlra (the heroic) and Bhayanaka (the 
frightful), Adbhuta (the wonderful) and Blbhatsa (the 
revolting). This open acceptance o f the painful as well as 
the pleasurable within the ambit o f the beautiful, is a 
measure o f the depth o f Indian thought on this question. 
The beauty even o f ugliness is a rasa,— blbhatsa. The beauty 
o f passive ‘calm’, too, is a rasa,— santa. In such a compre­
hensive theory o f beauty, we catch glimpses o f the unique 
power o f poetry which can, when handled by genius, 
transform anything and everything ■ to beauty. Artistic 
beauty, according to Indian theory, is something different, 
not only in degree but in kind, from natural beauty and
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from the human beauty o f form. Poetry can distil aesthetic 
joy from the most unexpected things in the natural world 
and in the world o f human relations.; Nay more, it can 
create an altogether new world o f beauty undreamt o f by 
ordinary men. This is the world o f myths and metaphors, 
fancies and symbols. Though by ordinary standards they 
are untrue, they possess an aesthetic value or truth.

Apart from this general idea o f beauty, we have, in the 
works o f Sanskrit master-poets, hints o f random attempts 
at explaining the nature o f beauty. Talking o f feminine 
beauty, Kalidasa tells us that the Creator must have as­
sembled the best parts o f the different things o f beauty in 
the universe, to create Parvati. This theory o f selection 
from nature as the secret o f constructive beauty is again 
seen in Kalidasa’s description o f  Urvasl. He observes that 
such an old fogey as Brahma, deadened to aesthetic sensi­
bility and drooling out the sacred texts, could never be 
credited with such a beautiful creation as U rvasi; perhaps 
some one else, more aesthetically-minded, the Moon or 
Cupid or Spring, was the real creator! Similar ideas are 
found in his account o f the love-lorn heroine in his 
Meghaduta, and we would not be wrong in concluding that 
artistic beauty, as Kalidasa conceives it, consists o f an 
intelligent selection by the artist o f beautiful details from 
several objects and their artistic re-arrangement.

Traces o f a similar idea can be detected in the Sanskrit 
works on rhetoric. Words described by grammar and 
meanings noted in the dictionary are not aesthetic as such; 
the poet shows his aesthetic sensibility, first, in his selection 
o f  words and meanings, and next, in the re-arrangement o f 
these with an eye to their aesthetic value. He is guided by 
the principles o f euphony and assonance in his devices o f



14 Essays in Sanskrit Literary Criticism

rhyme and alliteration. T o invest his idea with a striking 
quality and a fresh charm, he will utilize the various figures 
based on the principles o f metaphor, comparison, contrast, 
analogy, irony, hyperbole, symmetrical order, etc. His 
sense o f  rhythm is evidenced in his selection o f metrical 
patterns. If we remember that the act o f poetic creation is 
more intuitional than intellectual, we cannot fall into the 
error o f regarding the figures and measures as external 
embellishments. They can be rightly looked upon as as­
pects o f organic form. The Indian theorists declare that 
the unifying principle underlying all this technique is the 
principle o f atisaya or ‘idealisation’ . The poet deliberately 
departs from the normal and the natural; he unmakes and 
re-makes the given reality, he fancies and idealises— all to 
achieve the goal o f creating beauty out o f human experience.

Poetry has both a logic and a magic about it. The 
|logic o f poetry (kavyanydya) is the very reversal o f the 
| normal logics it is called alankdra. Its magic is felt by all, 
and yet it baffles analysis; it is called rasa. (Thus, alankdra 
and rasa are the two magnetic poles in Sanskrit criticism, 
which appear opposed to each other at first sight and 
confuse even specialists, since both are given simultaneously 
in the Indian explanations o f poetic beauty. In point o f 

, fact, they are complementary, and not contradictory, con­
cepts. \When the poetic art is viewed from the artist’s 
arigle, we get alankdra as the aesthetic principle.' But that 
is not enough. There is the critic’s response, which is not 
art, but only experience o f art. I From the angle o f the 
reader’s experience o f beauty, we have the principle o f  rasa-j 

yOne is the means, the other is the end.] One answers the 
question ‘how?’, the other answers the question ‘why?’ . 
But the two are really bound up with each other so inti­
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mately that one cannot dissociate them in criticism. Yet,
1 the principle o f rasa is more comprehensive in its range and 
can explain the poet’s experience better than the principle
o f  alankara. \

We can rightly ask at this stage: •"'‘I f  rasa is primarily 
the aesthetic experience o f  the cultivated critic, what is the 
nature o f the poet’s experience itself? Is it also rasa?’)  It 
is here that we begin to feel the tyranny o f words. The 
Sanskrit theorist would answer that in a sense it is, and in 
a sense it is not. Rasa is nothing more than aesthetic joy; 
hence the creative poet must perforce be credited with it. 
‘I f  a pot is not full, it cannot overflow’ (ydvat purno na 
caitena tavannaiva vamatyamum).' I f  this is not conceded, the 
felt experience o f the critic himself would go unexplained. 
Rasa is said to transcend the limits o f time and space and 
to be as pure and infinite as the joy o f the Lord Creator 
himself. In this sense, the creative urge or inspiration itself 
can be regarded as rasa. It is its very nature to command 
the services o f  alankara without any special intellectual 
straining; and it lasts as long as the mood o f creativity lasts. 
But the poet himself might appreciate his own work at a 
later stage after creating it. This is also rasa, but in another 
sense. We might distinguish the two as joy o f creation 
and joy o f appreciation; but there is only one word rasa in 
Sanskrit for, both. The first is a joy wholly imaginative and 
synthetic while the second has also room for the intellectual 
and analytical faculties. The problem becomes trickier when 
we are faced with the differing testimonies o f  both poets 
and critics regarding their experience. There are poets who 
say that creation for them is a relief from pain. There are 
connoisseurs who aver that the best music or poetry induces 
an experience o f  sorrow in them. Kalidasa himself has
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recorded in his masterpiece, the effect o f a love-song on the 
hero, who was apparently unperturbed and cheerful until 
he heard the sweet song. The love-song had suddenly made 
him moody.2 The Indian explanation, also hinted at by 
Kalidasa himself, is first, that it is abnormal and secondly, 
that it is due to revived memories o f  a deeply buried past, 
extending into past births. The theory o f rasa provides for 
such exceptions by stating that the ideal experience o f rasa 
is one which completely disallows any intrusion from one’s 
personal life, whether one be poet or critic. But in actual 
practice, the intrusions are perhaps unavoidable, and hence 
the proverbial variations in critical judgement. The acid 
test o f beauty proposed by another Sanskrit poet is cever- 
new winsomeness’ ( ksane ksane yannavata/mipaitiltadeva 
rupam ramarnyatuyah /)3 Unfading charm, or the abiding 
value o f poetry, can be adequately explained only in terms 
o f  rasa, or impersonal, disinterested, aesthetic joy.

Finally, a word about the precise relation between 
poetic vision and rasa. The poetic world, as we have seen, 
is not a copy o f the world o f reality, but a parallel world o f 
beauty answering only to the laws o f imagination. To 
succeed, it must present us with a complex and yet a whole 
experience. Bits o f experience, however skilfully presented, 
cannot be aesthetically satisfying. The secret o f the whole 
literary process lies in the unfathomed depth o f the human 
personality; and Sanskrit critics try to unravel the secret in 
their own way. Just as the Vedanta philosophers indicate
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2 Cf. ‘I am never merry when I hear sweet music’—Jessica.
—Shakespeare, Merchant of Venice, V. I. 70.

3 Cf. ‘Age cannot wither her, nor custom stale Her infinite variety’.
— Shakespeare, Antony and Cleopatra, i.3,57.
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the Absolute in a negative way, indicating successively 
what it is not {neti, neti), so do rara-theorists indicate the 
nature o f  rasa by excluding many things from the realm o f 
poetry. In our daily parlance, we are familiar with words and 
their meanings. We are aware o f referential or denotative 
meanings, figurative meanings, connotative meanings with 
emotional overtones, contextual meanings and even struc­
tural meanings o f whole sentences. A ll these meanings are 
more or less definite or precise, the words and sentences 
serving as precise signs or symbols to communicate the 
intended meanings. '•''Poetry has room for all this, but is 
essentially something p lus; and that is rasa.

In abstract thinking, as in mathematics, we are familiar 
with the phenomenon o f  signs remaining almost unrecog­
nised as signs, and serving as promoters o f ideas and 
relations between ideas. Thinking is not so much re­
ferential as relation-finding. I f  we can also call complex 
thought ‘meaning’, such meaning is the direct result, not o f 
word-signs and symbols, but o f the meanings o f the word- 
signs. This shows how, like words, ideas ox meanings too 
can become symbol's o f further meaning. In poetry, too, 
we have a similar phenomenon, though, unlike mathe­
matics, poetry deals with concrete and emotive symbols. 
Here also, the referential and other familiar meanings o f 
words and symbols cease to act as ends in themselves; they 
in their turn become means for further ideas and meanings. 
The first meaning itself becomes the symbol for a second 
meaning, the second for a third. In this associative series 
o f meanings, all are necessary, but only as subserving the 
last, o f which alone the critic is sure. But the magic 
o f poetry is such that the last meaning strikes us as though 
it were as direct as the first itself. And all the partakers in.
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the series o f meanings are charged with feeling. Yet, none 
o f  them, except the last, are exclusively important, and it is 
this alone which is truly rasa. '' Sensuous images, associative 
thoughts, emotional overtones, turns o f expression— all 
contribute in an unanalysable way to the totality o f the final, 
aesthetic, experience. A  trained reader can pass unhindered, 
from the niere words to this final experience at one stroke 
as it were. This whole process is well brought home to us 
in the theory o f dhvani, or ‘ suggestion’, propounded by 
Anandavardhana. ‘Suggestion’ is the name given by him 
to  the peculiar power or potency inhering in all the elements 
constituting poetry. Criticism, in his hands, becomes, not 
a commentary, but a discovery. The theory proves how 
poetry is much more than a re-arrangement o f materials 
already given. Corresponding to the poet’s joy o f  creation, 
we have in this theory, the critic’ s joy o f discovery. It also 
brings out how the poet’s vision must take a full view  o f 
human life, at its most significant level, before it can 
succeed in the task o f  creation.

I f  such is the ultimate nature o f rasa, we can now  see 
how the chief passions o f men provide the foundation for 
•their characters and govern their lives. Such passions as 
love and heroism, in their variety and complexity, will 
serve as proper themes or subjects for literary artists. v In 
Sanskrit, the word rasa is also used in a secondary sense, to 
denote these poetic themes. Theorists are aware that this is 
a loose usage, and do not forget to add that, technically, 
emotions as themes o f  a literary work are only sthayihhdvas 
(enduring emotions) and not rasas. Much o f the confusion 
among Sanskrit, Writers o f a later date is due to their 
neglect o f this vital distinction.'According to the theory s 
o f  .dhvani, all emotive compositions are not poetry; only
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such emotive compositions can become poetry as result in 
unmistakable rasa; and rasa has its own laws o f propriety.^

In such a scheme, though the ideal poetry is one 
culminating in rasa, actual poems may often fall short o f 
that high standard and yet be counted as successful poems. 
This is poetry o f the second order, and its examples 
invariably indicate that the poet’s talent has outrun his 
genius. Here we have the subordination o f suggested mean­
ing to the brilliant images o f the denotative. There may be 
yet others without any genius whatever, like the authors o f 
intellectual saws and puzzles. They are devoid o f poetry 
because they are devoid o f rasa.

In this ‘Introduction’, we have endeavoured to sketch 
in broad outline some o f  the general critical issues which 
engaged the attention o f  ancient Indian poets and critics. 
We feel that some o f their ideas merit consideration even 
today. The follow ing chapters attempt to examine a few 
o f  them in greater detail.



II

SANSKRIT CRITICISM AND ALANKARA 
(POETIC IMAGERY)

“ samastih sarvasdstrdndm 

sdhityamiti giyate”

[‘Criticism is the sum o f  all sciences’ 

I

Religion, poetry and philosophy have ever been the 
most cherished pursuits o f Indians; and we have some o f 
the richest contributions o f the Indian mind in these fields. 
The analytical subtlety o f Indian thinkers is no less remark­
able than their synthetic vision. As far back as the 
beginning o f the Christian era, Indian thinkers had syste- 
matised their study not only o f religious literature but also 
o f  the then known sciences and the arts. Literary studies 
were reared on the triple groundwork o f Grammar, Metrics 
and Criticism.1 The Sanskrit name for criticism is either 
sdhitya- 2 or alankiira- sdstra. While the word sdhitya (lit. 
‘ togetherness’) emphasises the indissoluble unity o f form 
and content in literature, the word alankara (beauty) 
indicates the subject o f enquiry. It is equally significant that 
in the opinion o f Sanskrit thinkers, criticism is entitled to

1 padavidydmadhicchandovicitirii vdgalankrlim 
traylrh samuditdmetam tadvido vanmayam viduh.

— Jinasena, Mahapurdna, XVI. 111.

2 In Sanskrit, the word sdhitya, like sahitya-sastra, meant origi­
nally  only criticism; it came to mean literature at a very late stage.
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be regarded as a systematised body o f  knowledge. They 
are aware that while literature is primarily an act o f  creative 
genius, criticism involves an intellectual or scientific analysis 
besides literary taste in the critic.3 That a cultivated taste 
is indeed the sine qua non o f  a literary critic is brought out 
by naming him a sahrdaja (lit. ‘one akin to the poet in 
sensibility’) or rasika (lit. ‘one alive to the essence o f  
poetry’).

The claims o f criticism for the status o f a science have 
never been disputed in India, though the value o f literature 
itself has been sometimes called into question by orthodox 
theologians. The critical theorists, therefore, make it a 
point to vindicate poetry by answering the charges made 
against it and declaring that in this world o f ours wherein 
everything is liable to decay, poetry is the only source o f  
imperishable fame to the poet and the only means o f 
aesthetic delight, coupled with moral and spiritual enlighten­
ment, to the reader. But what about the critic himself who 
stands midway between the poet and the reader? The: 
theorists do not raise this question at all because the status 
o f acting as guides to generations o f honoured poets 
required by no means any further justification on their 
part.

Nonetheless, the question is most relevant today; and 
we have to consider whether criticism can ever attain 
scientific exactitude. It is a commonplace o f  criticism that 
no two critics agree in their judgment o f a literary work.

3 dve vartmam girdm devydh
sdstram ca kavikarm,a ca; 

prajnopajnyam tayorddyam
pratibhodbhavamantimam,

(quoted by Bhatta Gopala in his commentary on the Kdvya-prakasa.),
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Yet, underneath all their differences, whether there is or is 
not significant agreement on the fundamentals o f literature, 
is the question at issue; and Indian writers on Poetics 
presume that there is, and turn to investigate the broad 
principles o f beauty in literature. Their method is one o f 
formal definition, classification and illustration, using as few 
-words as possible. Whatever the merits o f this cryptic 
sutra style, it presents no small difficulty to the modern 
reader in understanding aright the aesthetic principles 
underlying the laconic formulae o f the Indian theorists. 
O ne is tempted to dismiss them as idle brainwork indicat­
ing nothing more than the Indian flair for hairsplitting 
distinctions; yet one might discover a whole philosophy o f 
beauty if  one pauses to understand them fairly and 
fully. One might then realise that the business o f Indian 
theorists was to classify only in order to clarify.

II

The starting point for the Indian theory o f beauty lies 
in  the distinction o f literary genres. Apart from the extrinsic 
division o f literature into prose and poetry, the very first 
writer, Bhamaha, observes that from the stand-point o f 
subject-matter, literature is divisible into four broad 
•types4:—

1. Accounts o f legendary gods and heroes,
2. Works o f fiction,
3. Works based on the arts,
4. Works based on the sciences.

4 vrttadevddicaritam cotpddyavastu ca ; 
kaldsdstrdsrayam ceti caturdha bhidyate punah.
— Kdvydlankara, I. 17.
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He proceeds to add that, from the standpoint o f presenta­
tion, literature may be divided into five genres5 :—

1. Epic, extending to several cantos,
2. Drama, meant for the stage,
3. Prose where the hero recounts his own adventure,
4. Romantic tale in prose,
5. Independent quatrains.

It will be readily seen that though theoretically the two 
divisions are mutually inclusive, the last two categories o f 
the first division can come mostly under the last genre under 
the second; and, strictly speaking, these fall outside the pale 
o f literature proper. They have been mentioned only to 
indicate the unique presence o f literary grace even in 
works on the arts and the sciences in the Sanskrit language,, 
a grace due to conscious artistry. That apart, we are left 
with the following main heads under which all literature is 
subsumed:—

I. Epic, legendary or heroic,
2. Epic, literary or romantic,

3 - Drama, legendary or heroic,

4 - Drama, romantic, etc.,6

5- Prose chronicle where the hero recounts his own
adventures,

6. Romantic tale in prose,

7 - Lyric quatrains, single or in small units.

3 sargabandho’ bhineyartham 
taihaivakhydyikakathe; 

anibaddham ca kavyadi
tatpunah pancadhocyate. — Ibid., I. 18.

6 For the other forms of drama, comic, farcical, etc., the reader 
is referred by Bhamaha to the famous classification of Bharata. 
involving ten major types. Cf, Ibid. I. 24.
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Though it appears at first sight that the lyric is given 
but a secondary importance in this scheme, it should be 
remembered that all these types o f epic, dramatic and 
prose works allow room for both prose and verse; and in 
the drama especially, lyric measures have an integral 
function. We have been considering this apparently 
mechanical division at some length, because it embodies 
a principle most basic to Sanskrit poetics. A ll the genres 
are concerned only with the lives o f ‘heroes’ and ‘heroines’, 
low  characters serving only as foils. The supernatural has 
free play everywhere except in the few types o f  social 
comedy and farce. Love and heroism become the two 
predominant emotions in every work, others like the 
pathetic, the comic and the furious, serving only to set 
the former in bolder relief. Realism is almost shut out 
from every genre and the world o f literature is deliberately 
made an imaginative world o f  mystery, romance, and 
beauty. Just as man is idealised, so too is nature humanised; 
and the poet strains to visualise the supernatural participa­
tion o f nature in the affairs o f ‘heroes’ . The poetic world 
is kept blissfully aloof from the cares and worries that 
beset the world o f fact. Virtue (dharma) invariably 
triumphs over villainy in the long run. A ll these restrictions 
o f the ancient theorists appear to us today as so many 
artificial canons which clipped the soaring wings o f poetic 
genius, and hastened the decadence o f Sanskrit poetry. 
While it is true that this prevented poetry from gaining in 
breadth, it is also equally true that it contributed to its 
grow ing in depth; it gave a fillip to the mythopoeic 
imagination o f the poet; and this is not often realised. It 
is a unique phenomenon in world literature comparable 
only to the influence o f Panini’s rigid grammar on the
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Sanskrit language. I f  the grammar arrested the natural 
growth o f  the language, it also saved it from ‘linguistic 
decay’ and helped its preservation in its pristine purity, so that 
in respect o f  clarity, after a lapse o f even two thousand years, 
the Sanskrit language remains unique and unparalleled. 
I f  Sanskrit poets failed to add new dimensions to their art, 
they uniquely succeeded in perfecting the poetic technique 
to its highest water-mark in the history o f world poetry.

The first principles formulated by Sanskrit theorists 
on the art o f  literature deserve, therefore, careful attention 
even today. These principles have stood the test o f time 
not only in Sanskrit, but also in the numerous vernacular 
literatures that came within the orbit o f the cultural 
influence o f Sanskrit. Life actually lived by the common 
people and life as portrayed in Sanskrit literature are, no 
doubt, two different things; but there is no unbridged 
g u lf between them; for, imaginative sympathy or ‘willing 
suspension o f disbelief’ is o f the very essence o f the 
enjoyment o f literature; and it serves as a bridge between 
the two. One who is not experienced in ordinary life is 
not, in theory, qualified to be a critic o f taste. The reader’s 
taste, fashioned by life, is refined by literature; and, in its 
turn, helps him to live his normal life, in a refined way, 
according to Indian theory. That society can be refined or 
reformed by presenting exclusively the seamy side o f life, is 
a notion foreign to Indian poetic theory. They think that 
the role o f real life cannot be anything other than secondary 
in poetry.

I l l

From the material o f literature, we may now turn to 
its method or technique. In fact, the technique o f Sanskrit 
poets directly derives from their material on the one hand,
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and the standards fixed by grammar, prosody, etc., on the 
other. The one consideration central to Sanskrit criticism 
is impeccability. The slightest error, grammatical or 
logical, factual or metrical, is censured in the strongest 
terms even in the work o f a master poet, when it is smacks 
o f  his ignorance (avyutpatti) and not o f  deliberate choice 
occasioned by literary considerations like emotional stress. 
In fact, we have long lists o f other literary ‘flaws’ {dosas) 
that jar on the ear or are repulsive to good taste.

As on the absence o f palpable defects, so does Sanskrit 
theory insist on the presence o f positive excellences 
(gunas) in all the recognisable elements o f a composition. 
These excellences can be felt only by a trained critic. 
‘ Sweetness’, ‘brilliance’ and ‘lucidity’ are the universally 
accepted excellences, the first two being exclusive o f  each 
other, while the third is contributory to both o f them. 
The indivisible unity (sdhitya) o f  form and matter in 
literature is again realised in grasping the nature o f the 
excellences. A  passage will be ‘sweet’ as much on 
account o f  its matter as by reason o f  its form. We m ight 
go on analysing ‘matter’ under the heads o f ‘ thought’, 
‘emotional state’, ‘imaginative turn’, etc., and ‘form’ under 
‘ style’, syntax, word, syllable, etc.; and in every ingredient 
we shall find the subtle presence o f ‘sweetness’ . Similarly, 
in the opposed excellence o f ‘brilliance’ . Besides these, 
other theorists count as many as seven more gunas\ and the 
subtle music o f language can be mastered only by constant 
practice (abhydsa) under the guidance o f  an accomplished 
master. It is this which accounts for the differences in 
style (sanghatanu, riti, or bandhaucitya) from poet to poet 01 
even in the same poet; and it is this again which is 
synonymous with beauty (sobhd) in literature. From this
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point o f view  Sanskrit critics show how, o f a number o f 
grammatical forms, only a few select ones best serve the 
poet’s purpose.

IV

While the gunas form a pre-requisite condition in the 
equipment o f  the poet as well as o f the trained critic, there 
is another equally important condition, viz., rasa or aesthetic 
emotion (distinct from personal emotion) which is part 
o f one’s innate endowment, and not an acquired sensibility. 
It is the poet’s ability to partake o f rasa, that spurs the 
imagination into creative activity and which endows the 
whole work with a unity o f  tone. The critic’s first function 
is to recognise this underlying unity o f  tone in a work o f 
poetry before he pauses to appreciate its excellences in 
particular elements. The concept o f unity o f rasa involves 
unity o f action or patterning o f theme in deference to the 
considerations o f  loftiness o f character which we have 
already seen.

V

By far the most important contribution o f Sanskrit 
criticism is the principle o f alankara or ‘poetic turn’, which 
we have reserved last for a consideration here. From 
many a modern writer on the subject, this concept has 
received, I am afraid, a none too favourable comment. It 
has become the fashion o f  the day to translate alankura as 
any trope or figure o f speech, and, relying too much on the 
interpretation o f  medieval schoolmen, to take it literally to 
mean no more than an external embellishment like a 
woman’s necklace, which may be added to or removed 
from poetry at the sweet w ill o f the poet. Nothing can be 
farther from the truth as envisaged by early theorists who
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fitst coined the term to stand for the principle o f beauty 
in poetry qua poetry, as distinct from beauty in nature, 
beauty in woman, beauty in the fine arts, etc. While guna 
is coextensive with poetic beauty whose presence can be 
distinctly felt in a passage but which cannot be appreciated 
intellectually, the term alankara stands for the principle o f 
beauty which can be both felt and explained in terms o f 
ordinary language. While figures o f speech are many— by 
a loose usage, it is true, every figure is also called alankara 
— the one principle underlying them all is also alankara-, 
and it is after the latter that the science o f criticism is so 
named. It is this, again, which draws the line clearly 
between the function o f words in poetry as distinguished 
from their function in daily discourse or science. In the 
sound aspect alone, words in poetry will present a pattern 
o f rhythm and rhyme, alliteration and assonance, unknown 
elsewhere; this is sabdalankara. In their sense aspect, they 
acquire a heightening (atisaja) or undergo a transfiguration 
which is the sine qua non o f  the poetic act, A synonym o f  
alankara in this wide eonnotation is vakrokti or ‘oblique 
expression’ . T o poetise is to deviate from the normally 
accustomed habits o f speech and thought; in this sense, 
every truly poetic line w ill involve some deviation or turn 
and it cannot be devoid o f  alankara without ceasing to be 
poetry. Nature description (.wabhavokti) too, paradoxically 
though, involves a special touch o f the poet’f: genius. For, 
it is admitted as an alankara only when the exceptionally 
observant eye o f the poet is revealed even in the description 
o f common birds, animals, children, etc. What we admire 
is his eye for picturesque detail and capacity to reveal 
beauty in things whose beauty we had missed through 
familiarity. Thus understood, the principle o f alankara
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deserves to be approximated to the modern idea o f  
“imagery’ in poetry.
,,. Whether imagery is an integral part o f  poetry or but 

an external adjunct, an added ornament which poetry may 
well do without, is a recurring question in the history of 
literary criticism, Western as well as Indian.7 The views 
o f  ancient Indian poets and rhetoricians on this question 
virtually shaped the progress o f critical thought in India.

IV

The poetic tradition in India is indeed very old, even 
as old as the Vedas. But the Vedas were cherished by

7 Cf. “The ancient writers on rhetoric spoke of them (figures) too 
much as mere ornaments, to be added or taken away at w ill; and 
were content to make long lists of them with an elaborate nomen­
clature, and to illustrate their use from poets and orators. They 
spoke as Professor Saintsbury has put it, as though the figures 
were a sugar which you sifted into the pudding in greater or lesser 
quantity as you thought well. Their definitions were superficial 
and left quite unexplained the fact of their being used at all.

For figures of speech are not mere ornaments of style to be 
used or dispensed with at will. In their origin they are just such 
natural expressions of emotion as the shedding of tears, or a dog’s 
wagging of its tail. Where they differ from these indications of 
feeling is in a greater distinctness, in being extensions of the 
articulate, not merely the inarticulate, expression of our feeling, 
variations and extensions o f the use of language to communicate 
feeling. We may shed tears for so many different reasons that we 
need the help of language to convey what is exactly the cause of 
our shedding tears at any particular moment, and it is in the effort 
to do this adequately by means of language that we extend the 
range of language by using it in this figurative fashion”.

— Sir Herbert Grierson, Rhetoric and English Composition
(2nd edn.), p. 55.
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posterity more as scriptures than as poems; and the epics o f  
Valmiki and Vyasa are usually regarded as indicating the 
dawn o f secular poetry. Indian orthodoxy, however, soon 
invested these with religious importance and looked upon 
the epic heroes as embodiments o f Hindu ethics codified in 
religious law-books. The Jains and Buddhists lost no time 
in using literature for purposes of religious propaganda; 
and the general atmosphere o f the country was not at all 
conducive to the cultivation or preservation o f  purely 
secular poetry.

T o catch a glimpse o f early secular poetry, we should 
turn to the all but lost collections o f  stray lyrics in Prakrit 
and Sanskrit. We strike a gold mine o f lyrics in Haia’s 
Saptasatt (circa 2nd century A.D .), which is a collection o f 
seven centuries o f love-lyrics in Maharastrl Prakrit. The 
whole world o f  unsophisticated love is the main theme o f 
the quatrains; and we miss in them the call o f moral virtue 
(dharma) which is the burden o f the epics. The lyrics are 
permeated by a zest for life, a keen sensitivity to the 
beauties o f nature, and a loving or lingering attachment to 
joys o f  sense. That a similar poetic vein existed in Sanskrit 
also can be inferred from the stray quotations we get in 
Patanjali’s Mababhiisya (2nd century B. C.) and Bharata’s 
Natyasdstra (circa 200 A. D.) out o f the floating literature 
o f the period. There is a whole chapter in the latter work 
devoted to a discussion o f different poetic measures; and 
we find in it how each metre was named after a graceful 
aspect o f winsome women. Sragdhard (maiden decked 
in floral wreaths), 1Vasanta-tilakd (maiden with the Vermil­
lion mark o f spring), and Manddkrdntd (maiden with the 
slow and majestic gait) are but examples taken at random. 
Every illustration given by Bharata amplifies the ideas
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implied as it were by the proper name, each containing a 
lover’s address to his beloved. It is this tradition which is 
faithfully preserved in later works like Bhartrhari’s ST^&ra~ 
sataka, the Mayurasfaka and the Amarusataka. This tradi­
tion o f secular poetry had to contend against the prejudice 
o f  moralists who would ban it as vulgar.8

Alongside o f this popular current o f erotic poetry, we 
find a highly artificial kind o f  poetry cultivated by stylists 
at courts. The court-poets tried to bridge the gulf between 
the epic narrative and the popular erotic tradition by 
combining the minimum elements o f both and transform­
ing them into something which was entirely new in point 
o f polished style. They could startle the readers by their 
sound effects and turns o f thought, and at the same time 
they could keep up a show o f combining instruction with 
delight— instruction about the values o f life (purusurtha) 
with the delight o f genuine poetry (rasa). We owe the first 
works on Sanskrit poetics to this period o f self-conscious 
art.

Rhetoricians like Bhamaha and Dandin standardised in 
their works the practice o f the court-poets and could claim 
for poetry a status on a par with the other branches o f 
learning. In the equipment o f a poet, they gave the first 
place to pratibha or genius, insisting at the same time on 
the necessity for the poet o f  wide scholarship (vyutpatti) 
and assiduous practice (abhyasa). In their analysis o f poetic 
beauty, they discovered the principle o f alankara or imagery; 
and the importance o f the principle can be realised from 
the fact that the study o f poetry itself came, as we have 
already noticed, to be named alankSra-sastra.

s Cf. the dictum ‘kavyalaparksca varjayet’.
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A n interesting feature o f the early theorists (with the 
exception o f Vamana) is that they generally illustrate their 
rules with their own compositions o f poetry instead o f 
selected passages from famous poets. This makes their 
rules smack o f dogmatism. They show a number o f ways 
in which ‘figures o f  sound’ like alliteration (anuprusa) and 
rhyme (yamaka) can be devised, and ‘figures o f sense’ like 
metaphor (rupaka) can be employed. They also speak o f the 
various ‘qualities’ that can be felt in good poetry. A t first 
sight the whole procedure would appear prosaic and dull.

But a closer examination would reveal that they were 
laying their finger on the very essence o f poetry when they 
spoke o f  one running principle behind the different alankaras. 
As we already saw, the principle is precisely that which 
distinguishes poetry from science ('lustra) on the one hand 
and from common speech (varta) on the other. They 
unerringly discerned that language in poetry was different 
not only from social usage but also from scientific dis­
course. They named this principle, significantly enough, 
as atisayokti or vakrokti (i.e., ‘flowery or hyperbolic expres­
sion’). What might from the layman’s standpoint appear 
as a distortion was itself the normal idiom o f poetry. And 
the various ways in which ‘distorted language’ could 
manifest itself came to be catalogued as so many ‘figures’, 
because these were the very pointers to ‘beauty’ in poetry.9 
Beauty is first vaguely felt by the appreciative reader; then 
he succeeds in characterising his feeling in terms o f qualities

9 Cf. “The colour o f a passage will be found on examination to  
depend in great measure not simply on the words we choose,, but 
on whether we use them figuratively or not, on what we call the 
writer’s imagery.”

— Sir Herbert Grierson, Op. cit. p. 54.
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like ‘sweetness’ or ‘brilliance’; after a more sustained 
intellectual effort at explaining it, he will be led up to the 
perception o f  vakrokti, which can be analysed in terms o f 
one ‘figure’ or another. ‘Implication’ (samasokti), ‘Sup­
pression’ (uksepa), ‘Indirect exression’ (parydyokta,) ‘Hyper­
bole’ (;utpreksa), ‘Direct expression’ {svahhavokti), ‘Metaphor’ 
{rupaka), ‘simile’ {upama), ‘Contrast’ {visama), ‘paradox’ 
{virodhabhasa), ‘pa'ep$K)masia’ (.Uesa), ‘Personification’, ‘Irony’, 
‘ Analogy’, ‘emotional climax’— these are only a few o f the 
thirty-six and more ‘figures’ recognised.

N o doubt, in many o f the verses supplied by the 
rhetoricians illustrating ‘figures’, we get the impress­
ion o f ‘prose’ dressed up as poetry through the turns o f 
imagery; but the crux o f the problem is whether the 
principle they postulate touches the essence o f poetry or 
not. It is here that scope was provided for difference o f  
opinion; and this led later theorists to formulate new 
explanations on more scientific grounds.

It would appear that the Alankara-school was only 
regularising in a formal fashion the practice o f popular 
poets; and the strain o f erotic poetry in Sanskrit was 
replete with poetic conventions {kavi-samayas). The god 
o f Love with his five arrows o f flowers (like the lotus and 
the jasmine), his retinue o f Spring in bloom, the South 
Wind, and the Moon, the nightly moan o f the Cakravaka 
birds in love, the hum o f mating bees, the stately swans 
enjoying their honeymoon in lotus-lakes, the fawn-eyed, 
moon-faced, elephant-gaited beauties,, their wiles and 
guiles— all these and a hundred other conventions had been 
perfected by the poets long before the theorists came on the 
scene. These conventions o f  the lyric form were natural 
expressions o f  the creative poets; and the conventions, on
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analysis, could only lead to a doctrine o f alankura-cum- 
gma.w The one common quality o f all this lyric poetry 
was ‘sweetness’ (madhurya) and ‘sweetness’ was an index o f 
the rasa (aesthetic emotion) o f Srngara or Love. In epic 
poetry, as in prose fiction, the striking quality was ojas or 
‘ floridity’ corresponding to the rasas o f  Vtra  (the Heroic) 
and Raudra (the Furious). The theorists recognised a third 
quality ‘lucidity’ (prasada), which was common to both 
the lyric and the epic. I f  the idiom o f poetry was analysed 
by them in terms o f ‘figures’, it was because they found the 
poetry o f their time virtually figurative and conventional.

Dramatic theory, initiated by Bharata in his monu­
mental work -Natyasastra,- emphasised rasa as the central 
principle because abhinaya or stage-representation o f a play 
with the aid o f music, dance and gesture could be only in 
terms o f rasa. But in poetry, the place o f abhinaya was 
taken up by varnana (description); and the suggestion o f 
feelings, moods and emotions could only be through 
figurative expressions imbued with excellences or gunas. 
Early theorists did not, therefore, hesitate to regard rasas 
themselves as ‘figures’ in poetry, since rasas could some­
times be evoked even without the natural aid o f striking 
figures o f speech.

With Vamana (the author o f the Alankara-sutra, 8th 
century A .D .) the question o f the ‘soul’ (utman) o f poetry 
came to prominence; and naturally, the emphasis shifted 
from the ‘idiom’ o f  poetry to its deepest content. He 
coined the expression riti (‘style’ ) to convey the ‘complex’

10 The flights of fancy are sometimes also called rasa in a very loose 
way, though:
‘astu vastusu ma va bhut kavivaci sthito rasah’

—Rajasekhara, K d vyamlmd ms a .
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o f ‘qualities’ in poetry and recognised three styles as under­
lying ten qualities o f ‘sound’ and ten o f ‘sense’ . In this 
re-arrangement, rasa could figure, o f course, only as a 
‘quality’ . He could assert boldly that alankaras were but 
appendages to the body o f poetry (viz., sabda and artha) 
serving to embellish the soul o f poetry, viz., ‘style’ .

A  philosophical analysis o f the functions o f language 
on the one hand and the content o f poetry on the other, 
led the next critic Anandavardhana to formulate what he 
called dhvani (lit. ‘tone’) as the ‘soul’ because that expres­
sion, as he explained, could apply both to the ‘idiom’, the 
‘form’ and the ‘matter’ o f poetry. He recognised that the 
erotic sentiment was the ‘sweetest’ o f rasas; and added that, 
in the nature o f things, all rasas, the ‘matter’ o f poetry, 
could be only suggested; suggested, however by the aid o f  
figures. He harmonised the earlier concepts by restricting 
the significance o f ‘alankara’ to ‘a turn o f denotation’ and 
bringing all suggestive elements under the comprehensive 
sphere o f dhvani or ‘suggestion’ .

Though Sanskrit literary criticism thus presents varied 
phases o f thought, it would appear that all are agreed at 
the bottom on the nature o f poetry and the uniqueness o f  
the language o f poetry. Vamana’s and Anandavardhana’s 
analyses o f guna and dhvani respectively illustrate how 
literary appreciation can be directed to very minute elements 
in any given example o f poetry. The principle o f unity in 
a work as a whole may be ensured by the rules about rasa 
because that is the vital essence inspiring the poet towards 
creation. But a poet’s imagination is free and obeys no 
law save its own. In conformity with its own law, it uses a 
language all its own, at once distinct from prose and science.

I f  ‘imagery’ is the word which conveys in modern
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criticism this unique essence o f poetic language, the ancient 
Indian rhetoricians arrive at the same conclusion o f 
inevitability o f imagery in devious ways. With all their 
stock examples and conventional categories, they do not 
miss this important target. Their vague explanations o f 
pratibha (‘imagination’) but confirm this conclusion. What 
they condemn is a craze for alankdras, not the need for 
alankdra. Words are indeed capable o f yielding multiple 
meanings, even unintended ones, by force o f context.11 
But the poet’s employment o f language is on another 
footing. Here, the several layers o f meaning are not only 
all intended, but they are all made to partake in a final 
tone or significance (dhvani) which is just as clear and 
instantaneous as the surface meaning itself.12 When this 
is not achieved, when the beauty o f denotative meaning 
outshines that o f the suggested, there is a fall in the quality 
o f  poetry from first-rate to second-rate. Such is the magic 
o f poetry and such its logic (aucitya) according to Indian 
criticism. '^Criticism is a science inasmuch as it avoids the 
a priori method and formulates the rules o f aucitya in 
poetry inductively. Since such a study, to be authoritative, 
demands on the part o f the critic an intimate knowledge 
o f  something o f  everything, criticism is regarded as the 
sum o f all learning:

“ samastih sarvasdstrdndm sdhityamiti giyate” .
It is no more a hunting-ground for the crazy, than poetry 
is the vocation o f dreamers.

11 Cf. yathd sabdo’p i  IcasmimJcit pratydpydrthe vivaksite; avivak
sitamapyartham prakdsayati sannidheh.

— Bhartrhari, Vdkyapadlya (Benares edn.), II. 303.
12 Cf. kavyddhvani dhvanervyangyam prddhdnyaikanibandhanam

—  Dhvanyaloka, III. 42 seq.



Ill

THE NATURE OF MEANING IN POETRY-  
AN INDIAN APPROACH

While semantics is a science o f recent origin in the 
West, we find in early Indian thought more than one sus­
tained attempt to solve the mystery o f meaning in language. 
O f  these, the realistic conclusions o f the time-honoured 
Mlmamsakas and the idealist trend in the linguistic thought 
o f the grammarians headed by Bhartrhari may be regarded 
as typical. The first writers on the art o f poetry contented 
themselves with analysing the structure o f poetic language 
and laying down formal canons o f beauty under various 
heads. They generally defined poetry as a unity (sdhitya) 
o f fab da (expression) and artha (significance) without discuss­
ing the nature o f these. Writers on drama developed the 
theory o f rasa (aesthetic emotion) in great detail without 
raising the fundamental question o f the aesthetic function o f 
language. It was only when these two currents o f poetic 
theory, viz., alanktira (beauty) and rasa, converged in 
Anandavardhana’s Dhvanyaloka (c. 850 a .d .) that the problem 
o f meaning in poetry came to receive a systematic considera­
tion for the first time. It was only then that Poetics in 
India came to be raised to the rank o f Aesthetics. An 
attempt is made here to present the groundwork o f 
semantics on which Ananda-rears his aesthetic theory o f 
dhvani or suggestion in poetry.

I

The concept o f sdhitya in Indian poetics is something 
akin to the modern idea o f ‘ significant form’ and the early 
writers like Bhamaha proceeded to the task o f analysing
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that essentially indivisible whole into sabda (form) and artha 
(content) for purposes o f formulating their aesthetic canons. 
They assumed that both these elements partook o f beauty 
(alankara) only under the conditions o f absence o f flaws 
(dosa-s) and presence o f excellences (gums'), conditions 
which were imposed by logical, grammatical and aesthetic 
considerations. Their mistake was that they just listed them 

“'together without trying to differentiate the aesthetic from 
the logical and the grammatical. Why ‘cacaphony’ should 
jar on the ear and why ‘sweetness’ (mddhurya) is an excel­
lence in poetry as much as ‘lucidity’ (prasada) and ‘brilliance’ 
(ojas) are questions they do not pause to answer. Though 
they were dimly aware that different compositions have 
different affective effects on the reader, they tried to explain 
these more in terms o f stylistic structure (sanghatand or riti), 
which in their analysis was the secret o f ‘significant form’ 
and which varied from poet to poet according to his 
insight (pratibha), than in terms o f the texture o f meaning. 
The theorist thought that since the individual variations o f 
poets were infinite, he could only distinguish between two 
or three broad types o f style, viz., the Sweet (VaidarbhT), 
the Florid (GaudJ) and the Mixed (Pancdli). Against this 
analytical background, they undertook to explain some 
clear-cut principles o f beauty (Alankara) relating to form or 
content. They brought graces o f rhyme and alliteration 
which contribute to rhythm under ‘form’ and graces o f 
metaphor, irony, allusion, fancy, contrast, etc., under 
‘content’ . Yet, nowhere do they state that these graces are 
just ornaments which may be added or discarded at will by 
the poet. On the other hand, they are convinced that there 
would be no beauty in poetry without one alankara or an­
other, since, in their view, alankaras are integral elements
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(>f poctic beauty and form the very differentia o f  poetry. 
The ornamental use o f figures o f  speech is a much later 
idea and the early theorists like Bhamaha and Dandin were 
not aware o f it, though many a modern scholar has mis­
judged them in this respect.

A  correct appreciation o f  the position o f early theorists 
in regard to alankdra is necessary to understand their idea 
of sab da and artha which forms the starting point for all 
semantic investigation. Their outspoken emphasis on 
vakrokti, or departure from the everyday use o f  language, 
as the underlying principle o f all alankaras points to their 
realisation o f  the fact that poetic language is fundamentally 
distinct from everyday speech (vdrtd) on the one hand and 
the language o f science (sdstra) on the other; and they 
happened to give this distinct feature the name o f alankdra 
whose field was theoretically as wide as to embrace all 
shades o f felt beauty in poetry. Naturally, all the possible 
meanings in daily discourse and scientific writing, viz., the 
informative or literal, the secondary or metaphorical and 
the affective or emotive, were not only included, but 
imaginatively coloured so as to become aesthetic, in their 
illustrations o f arthdlankdra-s. In their scheme, svahhavokti 
or sensitive description o f  nature as it is, can be termed 
alankdra only by way o f exception; and emotional states 
('cittavrtti-s) become alankdra only when they are rasa, i.e., 
when they have undergone imaginative transfiguration.

The treatment o f alankdra by the early theorists is thus 
practically useful and theoretically sound in its own way; 
but it is deficient in philosopical investigation into the 
nature o f  poetic meaning as such. On this question it 
takes for granted the conclusions o f  Mlmamsa philosophers 
on the one hand and o f thinkers on dramaturgy on the other,
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and accomodates them both in the broad category o f 
alankara, laying, all the while, pointed emphasis on beauty 
which is the index o f the poet’s creative activity. None­
theless, it is clear that by artha (content) they never meant 
the dictionary meaning o f words, as is often misunderstood, 
or the objects logically denoted bywords. The rhetoricians 
understood by artha the meaning complex intended by 
the poet, or, in other words, his theme.

II

N ow  we may turn to the Mlmamsa school o f  philo­
sophy which provided the basic semantic material for the 
researches o f literary theorists. A  serious consideration o f 
the problem o f meaning was forced upon this school which 
was concerned with vindicating the significance o f assertions 
in the Veda which was, apparently, a confused mass o f 
fact, myth and ritual. They laid down not only the 
conditions o f context, etc., which were necessary to 
understand the meaning o f sentences in the scriptures, but 
also the theory that the meaning o f  a sentence ('vakyurtha) 
is its whole purport (tiitparya). They were the first in 
India to hold that ‘potency’ {sakti) should be regarded as 
a distinct category in ontology; and according to them, 
every sentence has a potency for purport which may 
admit o f error in the case o f human speakers, but which 
is infallible in the case o f scriptural statements as they are 
not o f human origin ('apauruseya).

As components o f a sentence, they recognised words 
which too have a potency to enter into relation with other 
words and a potency to express their conventional meaning 
as defined in the dictionary or their secondary meaning 
as indicated by the context. The potency o f  words to
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signify conventional meaning is given the name abhidha 
(primary power) and the potency to signify secondary 
meaning is given the name laksand (indicatory power). 
In the sentence ‘He is an ass’, the dictionary meaning o f 
the word ass is due to abhidha; the figurative meaning o f  a 
fool is due to laksand. The second is as much sanctioned 
by usage as the first but individual speakers may use words 
in their own private way also to suit their meaning as in 
the language o f lovers. Emotion does indeed play a part 
in the metaphorical usage o f words in life. But it is raw 
emotion, and is not the same as aesthetic emotion in 
poetry. O f  the two schools o f Mimamsa, one (Prabhakara) 
holds that the sentence as a whole expresses an undivided 
meaning (' anvitdbhidhana), while the other (Bhatta) believes 
that word-meanings get related before the sentence-meaning 
is conveyed (abhihitanvaya).

I l l

The school o f Grammarians (Vaiyakaranas) developed 
a theory o f  meaning which is more idealistic than that o f 
the Mlmamsakas. Their best exponent was Bhartrhari 
who propounded the theory o f sphota (lit. ‘burst’), a concept 
which is primarily semantic. According to this theory, 
meaning is revealed in a flash by the whole and indivisible 
aspect o f speech, an aspect which underlies all distinctions 
o f syllables or sounds. When we say ‘cow’, the three 
letters are uttered in sequence, howsoever unnoticeable; 
and the total meaning o f the animal we grasp is not the 
result o f any summation o f the part-meaning o f the three 
letters. The words analysable into letters in varying shades 
o f tone and pitch must have, according to this school, an 
abiding whole aspect which alone can reveal a whole
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meaning and this aspect is termed sphota. Since words can 
have meaning only in the context o f a sentence, the sphota 
o f  the sentence as a whole should be regarded as the 
revealer o f meaning. This involves recognition o f the 
‘revealing potency’ in the whole sphota-z^cct o f words and 
sentences. The sentence reveals the sphota which in its 
turn reveals the meaning in one unitary flash. The 
revealer o f meaning is thus the semantic aspect o f sab da 
and the revealer o f this in turn is its own linguistic aspect. 
The other schools o f Indian philosophy generally regard 
the sphotavdda as a spurious hypothesis.

IV

Bharata, the authority on dramaturgy approached the 
problem o f aesthetic experience from a purely psychological 
standpoint. Recognising rasa as the goal o f all art, he 
said that the major function o f the different art-forms was 
only to evoke rasa in the percipient. Dance gestures, 
musical notes, and poetic language, all shared this function 
in common. He did not undertake to define this function 
scientifically, but used descriptive terms like nispatti 
(causation), bhavana (stimulation) and abhivyakti (manifest­
ation). His chief concern was in contrasting raw emotional 
states in life {cittavrtti-s) with the rasa-s in art. In life, 
moods are momentary and fleeting; they change as situations 
change and man has no control over situations. Even 
dominant emotions like love and hatred obey no artistic 
unity, and are often subordinated or accommodated to the 
urgent claims o f  economic and social living. In life we 
are involved in the emotions, and have no time to con­
template them dininterestedly. But in art man throws 
away the thraldom o f circumstances and turns to con­



template the emotions; and this gives him aesthetic joy. 
Even a passing mood may be given an artistic permanance 
as in lyric poetry; and the dominant emotions, with the 
complexity unknown to everyday life, might make the theme 
o f a whole epic. The emotional unity in the situation, plot 
and characters is absent in life and present only in the best 
literature. Therefore, the sympathetic heart o f the reader 
delights in rasa, only through literature. The rules o f 
Bharata are mainly devoted to lay down the conditions o f 
plot, character and style that contribute, towards rasa-s, in 
all their variety. Even the tragic emotion becomes 
singularly pleasurable in poetry because it is aesthetically 
contemplated and not personally suffered. And even fiction 
comes to be termed as artistically true for the same reason.

V

It required a mastermind to propound a consistent 
theory out o f  the tangled skein o f these apparently discon­
nected strands o f  thought and the Dhvanyaloka o f Ananda- 
accomplished the miracle by a singular stroke o f genius.

Ananda-took his firm stand on the foundation o f 
rasa set up by Bharata and applying the criteria o f potencies 
propounded by the Mlmamsakas, found them totally 
inadequate to explain the experience o f rasa which was sui 
generis. Neither the primary nor the secondary usages o f 
words could in themselves explain rasa (not even tutparya). 
A  third potency which shines through them and yet rises 
above them had to be postulated to explain rasa. But the 
difficulty was that if  everyday language could implicitly 
convey affective meaning or the speaker’ s content, and if  
philosophers found no necessity o f postulating a third 
linguistic function, in poetry too there would be no scientific
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basis for such a postulate. Ananda-was up against all the 
currents o f traditional thought in this respect. Y et he 
boldly vindicated that meaning in poetry was primarily rasa, 
a thing quite different from the speaker’s intent or affective 
meaning in life. Rasa, the sine qua non o f poetry could be 
realised only through the poet’s conformity to aesthetic 
principles imposed by it, and could be felt only by men 
o f cultivated taste. The principle o f unity o f rasa and its 
implications had never before been explained so pointedly.

The term dhvani o f  the grammarians came in handy to 
Ananda- while designating this revealing or aesthetic func­
tion o f language, exclusively found in poetry. He called 
every good poem, taken as a whole, by the name dhvani. 
The individual words would never cease to have their 
primary and secondary senses; but they would only serve as 
means to the end o f aesthetic significance. In poetry, then, 
the suggestive function was not confined to words, but ex­
tended even to primary and secondary meanings on the one 
hand, and to every aspect o f poetic technique on the other.

N o doubt the earlier writers on poetics had showed 
vaguely their awareness o f these considerations in their 
ideas o f  guna, alankara, rlti, etc. Ananda-’s complaint against 
them is that they never cared to distinguish between the 
pre-eminent and the perfunctory, between the means and 
the end. He interprets that their artha-alankara can only 
mean ‘embellishments o f subject’ and ‘subject’ can denote 
only an ‘idea’, not rasa. So interpreted, all alankiira-s 
become mere beautifiers (only ornamental figures o f speech), 
the beautified element being the poetic idea, and not rasa. 
This involves logically the pre-eminence o f primary mean­
ing, though by definition, the presence o f  rasa cannot be 
overlooked in any instance o f poetry. Ananda- admits
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that such instances o f poetry too might prove popular, and 
assigns them a second place in his scheme o f classification. 
First-rate poetry is only that wherein the pre-eminence o f 
rasa is assuredly felt by the man o f taste. I f  in a pedantic 
piece the effect o f rasa is all but lost, it is, strictly speaking, 
no poetry; it is but citra or word-spinning.

Thus, in Ananda-’s review o f early poetics, we have 
a dual role assigned to figures o f speech; one as promoters 
o f rasa and the other as important in themselves. One is 
the way o f genius; and the other o f  talent. Both are 
desirable; but the first is better. Nor is it all. The art o f 
dhvani in Ananda-’s opinion is wider than that o f rasa also. 
It includes in its wide domain the limitless field o f poetic 
ideas (vastu) and also figures which are not directly stated, 
but indirectly implied. The obliquely suggested idea and 
figurative idea come to be ranked on a par ^ith rasa-dhvani 
itself, when felt as pre-eminent, because in Ananda-’s 
opinion there is nothing that is not raised to the rank o f 
pure poetry by the magic touch o f dhvani or the aesthetic 
function.

The influence o f Ananda-’s theory o f dhvani was far- 
reaching in the history o f Indian literary criticism. It 
provided the much-needed corrective in shaping the taste of 
Sanskrit literary critics. In Indian criticism, appreciation 
o f  the underlying tone o f  a poem as a whole unit, in which 
all the elements o f technique have their share to contribute, 
is a truth which found its first spokesman in Ananda-. His 
work contains hundreds o f striking examples from the 
very best in Sanskrit poetry which serve to establish his 
theory o f dhvani. His analysis o f the nature o f meaning in 
poetry appears to be substantially sound even by modern 
standards.



IV

BHATTA TAUTA’S d e f e n c e  o f  p o e t r y

Poetry in India originated as a handmaid o f religion; and 
it ran for centuries in the groove prescribed by orthodoxy. 
The celebrated epics o f Valmlki and Vyasa were construed 
as popular and pleasing presentations o f the ethical codes 
laid down in law-books (Smrti or Dharmasdstra).

The ends or values sought to be achieved by the 
moral codes are the purusarthas— dharma (righteousness), 
artha (wealth), kama (pleasure) and moksa (liberation). 
While all the early codes (sdstras) are agreed on the primacy 
o f the first three (called trivarga), philosopical schools 
emphasize the fourth, which alone, according to them, is 
the highest end o f  human life.

I f  Valmiki is extolled by Indian commentators as the 
best poet, it is mainly because Rama, in their opinion, 
represents a living embodiment o f all the precepts in the 
sdstras regarding the triple values o f life, and is a hero par 
excellence. The 'Kdmdyana is great because it is both didactic 
and poetic. Vyasa’s epic must be no less praiseworthy 
for its wider canvas on the one hand and for its exposition 
o f moksa on the other. Even the Bhuddist poet Asvaghosa 
readily admits that he has deliberately used the sugar-coat­
ing o f  poetry to popularize the otherwise dry truth. 
Knowing the secret o f popular appeal, he makes free use 
o f  the erotic and shows rare skill in devising melodious 
measures. But with all that he prefers to be known to 
posterity as a preacher rather than as a poet.

Kalidasa and Bharavi, who are the two premier 
representatives o f the later form o f court-epics (mahdkdvyas) 
are no exceptions to the trend we noted above. Their
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concern with poetry as a fine art is only matched by the 
didactic intent which underlies their plot and characterizat­
ion. Their works point to the necessity o f keeping the 
claims o f artha and kdma well within the bounds o f dharma. 
Even the lyric Cloud Messenger does not appear to be an 
exception, in view o f  its initial reference to the hero’s lapse 
and the curse consequent.

The “ didactic tradition”  in Sanskrit poetry was thus 
followed by poets and patronized by kings until it 
eventually came to be standardized by early rhetoricians 
by the sixth century. Finding that poetry had been assigned 
no place in the traditional schemes o f study (vidjdsthdnas), 
rhetoricians like Bhamaha began to claim for poetry the 
highest place, inasmuch as it included in itself the essence 
o f all the arts and all the sciences, and could be relied 
upon to instruct delightfully in all the values o f life includ­
ing moksa.

Philosophers appear to have felt that the claims o f 
poetry were being pitched too high. In the golden age 
o f philosophical systematization (c. 500-800 a .d .), almost 
every thinker was actively engaged in clarifying the 
concept o f moksa; and there was little chance o f the views o f 
rhetoricians going unchallenged, especially when they were 
encroaching upon the very raison d’etre o f  the philosophical 
schools. Although the different systems o f philosophy 
(darsanas), like the earlier Dharmasastras, were not troubled 
about poetry so long as it did not clash with their premises, 
the inevitable clash between the immediate end o f poetry 
and the ultimate value o f philosophy could not be long 
avoided. So long as the theorists o f poetry were content 
to hold that poetic delight was an end subsidiary to moral 
instruction, there was no conflict o f interests. But when
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the apologists for poetry reversed their original position 
and came to hold that Rasa (aesthetic experience) was the 
value o f values, when they began affirming, on ostensibly 
metaphysical grounds, that it was virtually on a par with 
moksa (Spiritual Beatitude) itself, the clash with the 
philosophers became unavoidable.

Many a battle must have been fought by the champions 
o f poetry and philosophy; but almost all the works that 
arose in the heat o f controversy have been lost, and the 
curious student has to content himself with faint echoes he 
might happen to hear in the course o f laborious research. 
Scholars know that the addition o f Santa (Tranquillity), 
first as a ninth rasa, and later its vindication as the frasa’ 
par excellence, are to be traced to this period o f hot contro­
versy. A ll that we know with certainty is that metaphysical 
explanations o f art experience were in the air some time 
before the great Abhinavagupta wrote his magnum opus, 
the Abhinavabhdrati, and finalized them once and for all.

Abhinavagupta himself has testified more than once 
to the fact that he owes most o f  his ideas to his revered 
guru, Bhatta Tauta, who wrote a treatise called Kdvya- 
kautuka or “ The Wonder o f Poetry.”  Am ong the stray 
quotations from this lost work which are available to us 
today, very few indeed have a bearing on the problem we 
are considering here. Our regard for Tauta is mostly 
confined to his celebrated definition o f Pratibha, which reads
almost like a Romantic’s account o f  the “ Imagination” : —

x"
* /  Pratibha is the faculty of imagination which is freshly 

creative. A poet is one who is skilled in the artistic expression 
of that which is vivified by pratibha; and his work is Poetry, f i

One can catch here some glimpses o f the new trend 
in Sanskrit poetics. Poetry is now coming into its own,
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shaking off the accumulated shackles o f extra-literary cate­
gories. Poetry is being looked upon as a “ Wonder,”  a 
thing o f beauty, valuable in itself, for its own sake.

It emerges from another famous fragment o f Tauta 
that he did not hesitate to raise the poet to the rank o f a 
“ seer”  ( rsi) and to declare boldly that the poet-seer was 
greater than the seers o f sUstras, because of his creative: 
genius. According to h im :—

Two are the paths of Sarasvati: One, Science, the result of 
intellect; and, two, Poetry, the product of pratibha.

One feels happy indeed to be able to read a few more 
quotations from Tauta’s Wonder of Poetry in S'rldhara’s 
Kuvyaprakusa-viveka, published recently for the first time.1 
The four verses preserved in this old commentary (13th 
century a .d .) throw interesting sidelights on the polemic 
between the champions o f poetry and philosophy.

Srldhara introduces the four verses by stating the 
contention o f philosophers who are prepared to concede,, 
in a way, that poetry might be o f help in the attainment 
o f the first three values o f life, but who demur when it 
comes to admitting the efficacy o f  poetry as a means 
to moksa. Their complaint is that poetry rouses the 
very passions whose absolute restraint is demanded by 
moksa. They point to the sensuous and erotic elements 
that are preponderant in poetry and ask how these, which 
are really hindrances, can be o f help in the achievement 
o f moksa.

The objection seems unanswerable indeed; but Tauta 
makes short work o f  it in his ready rejoinder:—

1 Edited by Professor S. P. Bhattacharya and published in 
the Calcutta Sanskrit College Research Series as No. VII, 1959. P .9.
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Surely, there is no real existence of sense-objects in poetic 
experience. How, then, can you complain that passions are 
profoundly excited by poetry ?

Should you urge that the dominant state of mind (revealed 
in poetry) is itself the object, well, your position contradicts 
the nature of aesthetic experience wherin the state of mind is 
not felt as an outside object. (Verse 1)

I f  you should say that “aesthetic experience” itself is passion, 
you fail to distinguish once again between aesthetic emotion 
and passion for women. If you persist in holding that the 
badness of the stimulus is inferred from the badness of the res­
ponse, we have only to ask you back how a character like Sita 
can ever have dual objects of love. (Verse 2)

Our position can be stated thus: Just as dust is used to clean 
up a rusty2 mirror, the mind of the critic is purified of passion 
through passion itse lf!3 (Verse 8)

How can we ever have an all-inclusive experience (like that 
of moksa) at a jump, without the aid of a like experience [viz., 
rasa in poetry] ? 4

Therefore the Sage (Bharata) is rather earnest in stressing a 
delight known while discoursing on the ultimate values. (Verse 4)

This “ purification”  theory o f Bhatta Tautta may well 
remind one o f  the theory o f  “ katharsis”  in the Poetics o f 
Aristotle. In the history o f Sanskrit poetics, however, 
Tauta’s contribution is significant as coming from not only 
an able advocate o f poetry but also one who virtually 
inaugurated true aesthetics in Sanskrit, perfected later by 
his worthy disciple, Abhinavagupta.

2 The original word mala means both “ dust” and “rust”. 
Polished plates of metal were used as mirrors in ancient India.

8 The idea has its close parallel in the Ayurvedic principle— 
usnamusnena samyati. Cf. Milton’ explanation of “katharsis” in 
homoeopathic terms: “As fire drives out fire, so pity p ity .”

4 Cf. “It is not the business of poetry to save souls; it makes 
souls worth saving.”—James Elroy Flecker.



V

TRADITION AND EXPERIMENT 
IN SANSKRIT POETRY

Sanskrit poetry is as old as the immemorial Vedas 
raised by tradition to the rank o f sacred revelation. The 
poetry o f the Rgveda represents an age when religion and 
science, life and literature, were almost interchangeable 
terms, when there was no sharp distinction yet between the 
different aspects o f  human personality like feeling, reason 
and imagination; when the functions o f  the poet and the 
priest, o f the mystic and the myth-maker, o f the seer and 
the worldling, still remained undivided. This vast body of 
sacred literature in archaic idiom, with only occasional 
gleams o f  secular interest, lies outside the scope o f the 
present article, which purports to survey in broad outline 
the interaction o f  tradition and experiment in the long and 
chequered history o f secular Sanskrit poetry.

Though all are agreed that we step into poetry proper 
in the Indian epics, viz., the Ramayana and the Mahabharata, 
there is no unanimity o f opinion among modern scholars 
about their age or authenticity. I f  we turn to tradition, we 
find that, though it distinguishes the epics from the Vedas 
by regarding the former as o f human authorship in contrast 
to the latter which are divine revelations, it still reckons 
the poets Valm lki and Vyasa as two hoary sages, entitled 
to veneration. We find already in the epic age the cleavage 
between the sophisticated life in cities and the saintly life 
o f sages in their forest hermitages. But the gulf is not yet 
so wide as to shut out intercommunication. One might, 
in fact, go so far as to say that the kernel o f the two epics 
is concerned with the commerce between the two worlds*
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the one o f courtly sophistication and the other o f saintly 
asceticism. Take away the forest o f  Dandaka from the 
Ramayana and you will have practically emptied the epic o f 
its essence. The important role o f the forest-life in the 
Mahabharata may not be so obvious at first sight; but it will 
not take long to see that the epic really opens with the 
circumstances leading to the birth o f the Pandava heroes 
in a forest, that their equipment for “ the great war”  was 
complete only after a long apprenticeship o f twelve years’ 
stay in.a forest, and that the finale o f  the epic too presents 
to us a glowing picture o f the ascetic ideal o f forest-life. 
The Aristotelian test o f the “ beginning,”  “ middle” and 
“ end,”  or, in our own land, the principle o f unity o f rasa 
enunciated by Anandavardhana, shows how the two epics 
revolve round a similar axis and how Valmiki and Vyasa 
are deliberately devising their plots to bring out the mess­
age o f an ideal synthesis between conflicting ideals o f 
worldliness and renunciation. Winternitz has discovered 
these alternating currents o f thought even in the numerous 
ballads and episodes (upakhyanas) which are imbedded in 
the voluminous Mahabharata and which might well repre­
sent an earlier phase o f popular poetry in India.

Our analysis above is confirmed by the general account 
o f these two ancient ideals preserved in ancient law-books 
and codes like that o f Manu on the one hand and in 
Upanishadic literature on the other.

The dawn o f  court poetry, by about the beginning o f 
the Christian era, saw a growing split between the functions 
o f  the poet and the sage. The poet became more and more 
self-conscious o f  his art while the thinker began to forge a 
new kind o f laconic prose to record his reflections in. This 
is the age which marks simultaneously the birth o f  artistic
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poems as well as philosophical sutras. With characteristic 
love o f analysis, the Indian mind evolved— though the 
beginnings are hazy— in this age not only the guiding rules 
o f poetics but also the principles governing the universe; 
and the theistic trends o f popular religion were there in the 
background.

N o wonder if  the two national epics served as models 
to the new poets in this formative stage o f classical Sanskrit 
poetry. But the wonder is that none attempted to imitate 
them in entirety. A  single heroic or romantic episode in the 
epic was found to be more than enough for the new poet 
to show his skill; and he borrowed, if  at all, only the 
mythology o f the epics, their occasional lyric vein and their 
way o f treating Nature as suffused with human emotion 
and feeling. But he was a bold inventor in other directions: 
in devising a hundred new metrical patterns; in perfecting 
schemes o f rhythm, rhyme and assonance; in enriching the 
Sanskrit vocabulary by discovering fresh turns o f linguistic 
usage to denote an identical thought or different shades o f 
thought through a variety o f synonyms— e. g., the idea o f 
“ sea,”  to take an instance at random, can be conveyed by 
no less than a hundred words in Sanskrit by employing 
synonyms o f “ water”  with different descriptive suffixes 
(ivari-dhi, jala-dhi, ambu-rdsi, etc.) or synonyms o f “ river”  
with the addition o f “ lord”  (sarit-pati, apdm-pati, etc,) or 
synonyms o f “ gem”  or synonyms o f “ salt”  with the 
addition o f “ home”  (ratndkara, lavandkara, etc.), apart from 
regular synonyms whose derivations are doubtful— thus 
exploiting all the linguistic resources that a formally perfect 
grammar like that o f  Panini could provide; and, above all, 
in discovering new turns o f imagery, at once striking and 
artistic. It is because o f  the numerous experiments, in both



M Essays in Sanskrit Literary Criticism

form and substance, o f  these pre-Kalidasa pioneers that Sans­
krit became so refined and polished once for all as to extract
from a linguist like Sir William Jones the encomium:—

/
x The Sanskrit language is of a wonderful structure, more 
perfect than Greek, more copious than Latin, and more exqui­
sitely refined than either.1

T o these anonymous pioneers, again, we owe the 
genesis o f  more than one literary genre— drama and lyric 
(erotic and religious), prose romance and fable, panegyric 
and parable, besides the time-honoured court epic (maha- 
kavya). The rich harvest o f the next period in all these 
forms presupposes this seed-time o f rigorous experiment on 
the part o f poets and critics alike. The beauty o f the popular 
Prakrits too had not escaped their attention: we find an 
honoured place assigned to Prakrit in plays as well as lyrics.

This formative period o f varied experimentation, 
whose traces have almost faded away, leads us on to the 
Golden Age o f  Sanskrit poetry, whose two peaks are 
represented by Kalidasa and Bharavi, one in the North and 
the other in the South.

What was just a hint in Valmlki flowers forth into a 
perfect lyric, the Meghaduta, in the hands o f the master- 
poet Kalidasa, while the genius o f Bharavi is not at all 
lyrical. In his court epics, Kalidasa also achieved a 
sweetness o f poetic diction and elegance o f thought rarely 
equalled. His genius left its indelible impress on every­
thing he touched, poetry or drama; and his writing remains 
to this day the model o f the best Sanskrit, combining ease 
and grace, form and significance. More than his insight 
into subtlest human emotions and his communion with the

1 Asiatic Researches, Vol. I, p. 422.
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secrets o f  Nature, what marks him out as the true heir o f 
Valmlki is his underlying message, which is a happy blend 
o f the epic values, worldly and spiritual.

In this Bharavi bears a family resemblance to Kalidasa 
though unlike him in every other way. Bharavi’s poetry 
is vigorous and powerful, despite his pedantic diction; and 
he prefers direct instruction to Kalidasa’s undertone o f 
suggestion. But what makes him stand out as a stylist is 
his parade o f  acrostics. Unlike Kalidasa, he often lets his 
learning get the better o f his poetry and the result, therefore, 
is uneven.

Soon both Kalidasa and Bharavi became “ the poet’s 
poets” ; and the age-long tradition o f the sages came under 
a cloud. The spirit lost, the letter began to exercise 
supreme sway over the the next generation o f poets, among 
whom Bhatti, Magha and S'rlharsa deserve particular 
mention. A ll these poets are more learned than the earlier 
masters aud carry the process o f external refinement and 
polish to its acme. They revel in new coinages and quaint 
conceits. Striving after effect, they not only utilize all 
the paraphernalia o f poetic conventions (kavi-samayas) 
known through books; they also invent new ones. In 
their enthusiasm to arrest the attention o f the learned, they 
borrow their imagery from sources such as the philo­
sophical systems, grammar and etymology. But the two 
disciplines which held them in thrall were Erotics and 
Poetics. They were, indeed the first to indulge in excesses 
o f description and to start the convention o f set themes 
for an epic- Even in these exercises, artificial to a degree, 
the spirit o f experimentation is not wanting. They 
narrowed the province o f poetry in their love o f formal 
rules; but they also broadened the field o f poetic conceits;
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and imagery. The poetic traditions o f  Kalidasa and 
Bharavi assume new shapes in their hands, more startling, 
i f  less appealing.

Meanwhile the lyric tradition which developed apace 
in the hands o f masters like Bhartrhari and Amaru proved 
more and more popular and paved the way for revaluations 
o f  theories o f  poetry. Anandavardhana (ninth century) 
was the champion o f a new theory o f literature according 
to which dhvani or indirect suggestion was the very soul 
o f  poetry as well as drama, and without which the figures 
o f speech were o f little or no value. In his treatment the 
poet’s imagination was given the highest place in the 
creative process; and not a bare mention along with 
equipment and practice as in the earlier texts o f rhetoric- 
This reaction o f literary critics (.sahrdayas) against the 
artificial excesses o f post-Kalidasa poets gained ground 
throughout India; and we find again the poets o f  a later 
period turning to fresh fields o f poetry.

Poets like Padmagupta and Bilhana (eleventh century) 
take contemporary kings as their heroes and try to 
recapture the manner o f Kalidasa in their readable historical 
poems. Despite their shortcomings as historians, judged 
as poets, they merit praise inasmuch as they proved how 
poetry could be distilled from current history itself. The 
heritage o f  mythology was freely utilized by them to invest 
contemporary kings with the glory o f epic heroes. Bana’s 
example o f prefixing an autobiography to a work was also 
emulated by Bilhana. These are indeed new experiments 
which changed the course o f  the old poetic tradition 
considerably without departing from it in spirit.

A  noteworthy experiment in blending the lyric and 
the opera through songs and stanzas is noticed in Jayadeva’s
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Gitagovinda, which provided the model for a number o f 
imitators. The impact o f the rising literatures in the verna­
culars, provided new themes; and semi-historical biographies 
o f  great saints and teachers like S'amkara found favour with 
more than one author o f note. Many a poet was drawn to 
the numerous heroes provided by popular religion; and 
the old tradition o f epic poetry found new forms breathing 
devotional fervour. But judging from the paucity o f origi­
nal inspiration, one cannot help concluding that Sanskrit 
came to pass through a period o f decadence and decline.

It was, o f course, the contact with Western literature 
that brought the much needed aufklarung into modern 
Indian literatures which were throughout basking in the 
sunshine o f Sanskrit. Apart from the long line o f imitators 
o f Western models, two poets that stand out as true heirs 
o f Indian tradition are Tagore and Sri Aurobindo. Each 
o f these, in his own way, has succeeded in recapturing the 
deathless spirit o f Indian poetry in numerous forms. 
Sanskrit poetry may be vivified yet by the infusion o f such 
new ideas from those who are both poets and sages. 
Inspired men with poetic vision that can penetrate un­
erringly into the eternal truths underlying our ancient 
mythology, fnight yet succeed in writing immortal epics in 
Sanskrit in view o f its unbroken and live epic tradition. 
I f  the present crisis in civilization is to be immortalized in 
an epic at all— who can foretell?— Sanskrit might well 
come in handy for the future poet. Sanskrit poetry has 
always stood for the ideal, and in all its myriad forms, has 
idealized the real and turned away from the starkly real. 
It now throws out a challenge to poets to extract signi­
ficance from life today. Whether Sanskrit is a dead or live 
language depends on how the poets take up the challenge.



VI

THE KEY TERMS OF SANSKRIT 
LITERARY CRITICISM RECONSIDERED

We often find Sanskrit classics mentioned with respect; 
but our interest in them, if  we are to be honest, is decidedly 
tepid. Sanskrit critical theories are usually taken for 
granted or ignored altogether. Though eminent scholars 
have written histories o f Sanskrit Poetics, very few have 
undertaken the task o f demonstrating the practical appli­
cation o f these theories to living literatures. The demons­
tration, however desirable, is rendered difficult because 
scholars themselves do not seem to be unanimous on the 
precise meanings o f even the key words in Sanskrit literary 
theory. It is proposed to discuss the significance o f a few 
such terms in this short article.

Poetry, says Bhamaha, is sabda and artha fused together 
(sahitau). The English equivalents usually provided are 
“ word”  and “ meaning”  and the matter is left at that. 
None is any the wiser for this so-called definition o f  poetry. 
Every cinema poster and every grocer’s bill may be poetry 
at that rate. But the ancient writers themselves could not 
have been vague; for from the earliest critic, Bharata, down 
to the latest critic o f today these terms were used and 
understood precisely. All the elements o f the poetic art 
directed to please the ear came under sabda while artha 
embraced what we call the poetic theme or subject. The 
fusion o f the two was the poetic process. This was indeed 
the foundation on which the theorists began to rear the 
structures o f  their deeper analyses.

The first and foremost critical concept in Sanskrit 
literary theory is alankdra. Literally it means ornament.
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and is usually translated as “ figures o f speech”  in English. 
The critic o f  today at once equates it with the eternal 
truism about the extraneous nature o f all embellishment 
and jumps to the conclusion that the ancient theorists were 
engrossed in cataloguing or indexing a number o f needless 
tropes. But, as a matter o f  fact, ancients like Bhamaha 
were trying to prove that beauty in poetry is distinct from 
beauty in other arts, and they used the word alankara in its 
widest aesthetic application to include imagery as well as 
emotion (rasadi). They were aware that, more often than 
not, imagery was itself the language o f poetic emotion, 
though they did not rule out the possibility that emotion 
might sometimes succeed without imagery. In other words, 
imagery (alankara) was not, in the opinion o f Bhamaha and 
Dandin, a superimposed embellishment o f poetry (other­
wise originated), but its integral constituent (atman).

They never pursued the trivial metaphor o f  body and 
soul to explain sabdartbau and alankaras, a metaphor which 
became a convenient device in the hands o f later writers to 
bring the doctrine o f alankaras into cheap disrepute. Rightly 
understood, the doctrine o f  alankaras in its dual aspect—  
one relating to sound impressions and the other to poetic 
images— will be seen to touch the very heart o f  the matter. 
It emphasizes how the indirect use o f language (gamakatva) 
or circuitous speech ( vakrokti)  is o f the very essence o f the 
poetic process. It also keeps the door open for a few 
exceptions which may be pure poetry by sheer sweep o f 
personal or universalized emotion ( rasavad, prejas, urjasvin, 
samahita, and bhuvika alankaras).

Vamana shifted the emphasis from alankara to what 
he called fiti  (translated usually as “ style” ) by narrowing 
down the significance o f the word alankara. He wanted the



metaphor o f body and soul, sagely avoided by Bhamaha, to 
work. It could not; he therefore had to posit that the 
intrinsic beauty o f  poetic sabda and artha (a beauty designated 
as alankura by Bhamaha) was analyzable into gunas (usually 
translated as “ qualities” ; “ constituents”  is better) which 
certainly related not to the exterior body but to the interior 
personality as a whole. For the vindication o f the metaphor 
a poetic soul was still needed, and Vamana announced with 
triumph the age-old category o f conventional styles1 under 
a new name, rjti.

R jti being itself an abstraction, Vamana had to exercise 
all his skill to distinguish, on the one hand, ten gunas o f 
sabda to include such features o f craftsmanship as verbal 
felicity, dignity, compactness, and gradual ascent or descent 
in syllabic quality and quantity;' and, on the other, ten 
gunas o f artha to cover diverse elements o f poetic art like 
compactness o f idea, looseness, clarity, wittiness, evenness o f 
thought, the creative spark, indirect manner, impressiveness 
and emotional fervour. The gunas too being abstractions, 
Vamana’s doctrine could hardly win any following. T o the 
extent that he inflated his gunas— -Bhamaha recognized only 
three— Vamana had to depreciate the alankaras. While this 
theory fitted into the metaphor o f body and soul very 
conveniently, it switched off criticism from imagery to a 
hundred elusive details. The essential and the insignificant 
were all heaped together in a jumble. The statement that 
all these twenty g/mas are present in the best style, vi\.f the 
Vaidarbhi, while a few alone are instanced in the other two 
is a poor solution indeed o f the basic problem. It is curious
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1 Their number was originally two: 1, the Plain (Vaidarbhi) and, 
2, the Florid (Gaudl), The Mixed (Pancall) was added by Vamana.
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(hat: even the question o f the revelation o f poetic personality 
is well-nigh absent in this doctrine o f styles.

The pursuit o f the metaphor was continued, and it 
was given to Anandavardhana to clear the jungle and point 
to the essentials o f poetry from all sides. He placed his 
finger on the indirect element in all great poetry— a fact 
already hinted at by Bhamaha— analyzed it most minutely 
and precisely for the first time and demonstrated that it was 
the soul o f poetry. Though he said “ soul,”  he did not, like 
Vamana, equate it with the soul o f man, but compared it 
with the irresistible charm o f lovely women. And in this 
indirect or suggested wealth o f poetry he included not only 
poetic emotion but also imagery and ideas (vastu). He 
expounded this first element o f poetry under the name 
dhvani. While emotions and feelings could not be appeal­
ingly communicated in any way other than the indirect, the 
other two elements, v i a l a n k a r a  and vastu, could be 
conveyed directly also. But, the moment the suggestive 
element appeared in a piece, it would be poetry —o f the first 
order if  pre-dominantly beautiful, or o f the second order if  
subordinate in beauty to the directly communicated meaning 
(gumbhutavyangya). I f  the indirect element were absent 
altogether or almost absent, it would cease to be poetry and 
be something like science or, if  full o f figures, something 
like a painting (citra). We should not forget here that 
images indirectly conveyed are o f the first class o f poetry, 
and even direct images having the undertone o f suggestion 
are o f the second class mentioned.

Anandavardhana hastens to add that both classes o f 
poetry are equally charming in point o f beauty. It is only 
when imagery has no poetic purpose to serve that it fails. 
It would be a mistake to think that Anandavardhana
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underrated the value o f alankdra. In fact he explained its 
function more searchingly than even its first propounder, 
Bhamaha. He gave a decent burial to the medley o f 
Vamana’s gunas and retained only the original three o f 
Bhamaha [yi\., sweetness, lucidity and brilliance). And even 
these three were associated by him, not with style primarily, 
but with poetic emotion (rasa). The poetic personality 
received due attention from him for the first time. N or was 
rasa overemphasized, though in theory it was raised to the 
highest status o f dhvani because its almost universal associa­
tion with alankdras was duly acknowledged. This is the 
highest point reached by Sanskrit literary criticism.

Then the word rasa was interpreted by Abhinavagupta 
as a synonym for aesthetic experience, and the claims o f 
rasa so understood shoved away the claims o f poetic 
imagery. Poetic imagery came to be counted as less intrinsic 
to poetry than rasa. I f  Mammata tried to hold the balance 
even once again, Visvanatha pulled in the opposite direction. 
To the latest writers the reconciliation between the two 
became a dilemma.

Am ong the words in Sanskrit poetics whose meaning 
changes from writer to writer, alankdra and rasa are the 
most elusive and yet the most important. In the famous 
definition o f Bharata, rasa is a thought-feeling synthesis 
instanced primarily in art representation or acting (ndtya). 
By the combined effect o f the characters in excitant natural 

/setting (vibhdva), their emotional gestures (anubhdva) and 
■ fleeting moods (' vyabhicdribhdva), rasa is said to be called 

forth. A ll these are primarily bound up with dominant 
emotions {sthdyibhdvas) as causes, effects and accessories. 
N ow  the fundamental question is about the locus o f these 
hhdvas which are transformed into rasa. Since all these



77/c AY// Terms of Sanskrit Literary Criticism Reconsidered 63

,n< bodied forth only in the imagination o f  the creative 
,iilist in the first instance, it seems pretty certain that the 
locus meant by Bharata was the artist’s mind. That is why 
ViIlmTki, Kalidasa and Anandavardhana could repeat with 
one voice that the poet’s sorrow (sokd) transfigured itself 
into poetry (sloka). The process whereby the poet’s bhava 
is communicated to readers is perforce dhvani or suggestion, 
because a direct statement o f  an emotional state ceases to 
be emotive to the hearer. Such is the essence o f Ananda­
vardhana’s theory, which has been stretched to needless 
lengths amid academic hair-splittings by Abhinavagupta. 
To the latter, both the bhava and the rasa are associated 
only with the mind o f the critic because he alone has 
aesthetic experience (asvada).

As an English poet-critic, William Empson, warns 
us today:—

All conventions have their pomp
And all styles can come down to noise.

But the Sanskrit theorists were not content with laying 
down conventions only. They persistently grappled with 
the eternal question o f  the relative importance o f imagery 
and emotion in poetry. The randomness or inevitability 
o f  each in relation to the other has been the pivot around 
which their discussions have turned. But for the fact that 
the same key terms have been used in different senses by 
different writers, leading to a good deal o f confusion, 
the findings o f Sanskrit writers may be o f great moment 
even to literary criticism today. This article is a modest 
attempt towards clearing up some o f  the outstanding 
misunderstandings.



VII

RASA AS A CANON OF LITERARY CRITICISM

Our ancient critics are agreed in regarding Valmlki 
as the father o f  Sanskrit poetry. There is the well-known 
story o f his overflowing pity for a bird in grief assuming 
the form o f verse. T w o o f  our greatest poets— Kalidasa 
and Bhavabhuti— refer to this incident as an evidence of 
the tenderness o f the poet’s heart. T o serve quite a 
different purpose, this incident is quoted by the author o f 
the Dhvanyaloka. He intends to rear a new theory o f 
literary criticism on its basis.

N ow  it is one thing to characterize poetry in general, 
and a lyric outburst in particular, as a spontaneous overflow 
o f powerful emotions, and another thing to characterize a 
whole epic like the Ramayana as an embodiment of a 
particular emotion like pity or sorrow. Anandavardhana 
does both— the one in his first chapter, and the other in his 
last. Again, it is not very clear in the first chapter whether 
he is talking o f the lyric outburst only (namely, the distich 
“ ma nisuda.. .” ) or o f poetry in general. But the point does 
not affect the main argument to be set out here.

I f  all our critics are agreed on any point, it is on the 
high mission o f poetry. T o  them, poetry is no amusement 
for an idle hour. It is a s'erious art, which teaches through 
pleasing. Poetry delights the reader with its emotions 
and, almost without his knowledge, instructs him about 
the values o f life so as to bring about a healthy change in 
his outlook. This dual aim o f poetry can only be explained 
in terms o f our epic and dramatic literature, with its 
flawless gods and heroes and their unfailing achievements. 
The greatness o f a poem or a play thus depended on the
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|(h .iiim’v. <>f ilie ihemc. But what determined the nature 
111 i 111 i i  r ,is poem or play was, in the language o f Bharata,
4,n,i.

I',,/.\,i is a term from dietetics, meaning taste or relish, 
,11HI ml induced by Bharata into the field o f dramatic 
i i ii ici:,m lo denote the complex o f aesthetic enjoyment. 
A11 ouling to his analysis, it is a complex involving almost 
11 ii whole range o f psycho-physical responses man is 
i ,i|ulilr of. Drama or poetry is the stimulus by which 
mull11>11■ and ever-fleeting moods, feelings and responses 
.hi made to fall into a pattern around the more or less 
Im imanent nucleus o f an emotion. This organized 
u :,ponsc-complex o f the connoisseur is termed rasa and its 
I ii issible varieties are eight or nine, depending on the classic 
number o f nuclear emotions (stbujibhuvas). Though one 
of i lie oft repeated remarks o f Bharata is that a play should 
have room for all the rasas, the demands o f plot and 
character determine the nature and circumscribe the number 
of ihe rasas that can actually be made prominent in any 
work. In a nataka, or the play par excellence, the plot has 
l or its end the hero’s achievement o f one or more o f the 
i riplc values o f life, love, wealth, and goodness, and 
i he rasas that can conform to such a conclusion are only 
i he Erotic and the Heroic. The consideration that the 
hero must be exalted and flawless rules out the possibility 
o f other rasas playing a dominant role. It follows that 
I he pathetic emotions can only appear as subordinate in 
such a play. The hero’s suffering has to be, in the nature 
o f things, both transitory and heroic.

Bharata’s formulae were adopted wholesale by literary 
theorists like Bhamaha and Dandin in their definitions o f 
niahakavyas or epics. Surely, they had before them the

3
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great epics o f Vyasa and Valmlki, and it is not much to 
expect that their definitions should be applicable to these 
two works at least. They lay down in general terms that 
the epic should provide scope for all the rasas, and that 
unity o f action must be secured by observing the fivefold 
division o f the plot laid down by Bharata. They mention 
that the heroes must be dignified and noble, virtuous and 
successful.1 The need for a single dominant rasa in a work 
as a whole which is implied by Bharata, if  implied at all, 
is not noticed by these theorists. We can, o f course, take 
each canto as a unit and point to one or the other rasa. 
But what about the rasa permeating the epic as a whole?

A t this point Anandavardhana comes forward with 
his facile answer. He examines the beginning, middle and 
end o f the two Sanskrit epics— a procedure impeccable, no 
doubt— and comes to the conclusion that the Pathetic2 is 
the dominant rasa o f the Ramayana, as the Tranquil is 
that o f the Mahabharata. This conclusion deserves some 
consideration here.

From what we have seen o f Bharata’s rules, it stands 
out that neither the Pathetic nor the Tranquil can figure 
as a prominent rasa in a drama. Since the same considera­
tions are applicable to the epic, mutatis mutandis, we 
become hesitant in going with Anandavardhana the whole 
way. When we remember that the Tranquil was most

1 Bhamaha, in particular, emphasizes the demands of “poetic 
justice” in the “logic of poetry” by branding the breach of this 
rule as a grave defect called “pratijnd-hm a” (Kavyalamkara, Ch.V).

2 The word “Pathetic” is not used here in the the sense meant by 
Aristotle when he divides epics into “ethical” and “pathetic” - In 
his sense all emotions may be “pathetic.”
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piohably u late interpolation into Bharata’s original scheme 
ol eight rasas, our misgivings increase. Intrinsically 
( i msick-red, the premises o f Anandavardhana in characteriz- 
mi’, I he Mahabharata as a moksa-sastra or a “ treatise on 
emancipation,”  on the one hand, and an epic poem 
permeated with the Tranquil rasa on the other, are not 
,iIx >vc cavil. N o one will deny that there is both poetry 
and philosophy in this epic. But when we are to rate it as 
poetry, we should not mix up our evaluation o f it as 
poetry with our evaluation o f it as philosophy. Ananda­
vardhana wants us to believe that poetry and philosophy 
are inextricably intertwined in the epic, and therefore, that 
i he moksa-santa equation is the only solution o f the problem. 
But, once again, one might feel that in the voluminous 
epic poetry and philosophy rarely run into each other, 
barring stray exceptions like the Bhagavad-GTta. The poetic 
part is clearly distinguishable from the philosophical part; 
and the former turns round the heroism o f warring heroes. 
The ruling passion o f the epic qua poetry would then be 
the Heroic (Vira), not the Tranquil (Santa).

N or is Anandavardhana’s conclusion about the Rama- 
yana grounded on any firmer foundation. N o one can 
gainsay the fact that Rama, the hero, is primarily heroic, 
heroic even in his sufferings. Bhavabhuti could designate 
him a mahavira or a mighty hero. The theory o f critics is 
faced with a baffling problem in the most unexpected 
unhappy ending o f the epic. I f  the ending is really 
unhappy, then the very first rule o f the Indian theorists is 
broken and the intended instruction from the poem, 
acknowledged by all critics, becomes a myth. I f  an ideal 
hero like Rama ended his career in frustration and sorrow, 
then why should anybody emulate him at all in his virtue?
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That is a question which would readily occur to the 
traditional Indian mind, strange though it might appear 
today.

There are only two ways out o f the dilemma. The 
first is to say that poets have their licences (nirankusdh 
kavayah) and that critical theory may require readjusting in 
the light o f this. Then, the rasa o f the Kdmdyana may 
perhaps be the pathetic (Karma). Anandavardhana has 
adopted this course. The other is to deny the genuineness 
o f the text, or the real intent o f the “ Uttarakdnda”  (or the 
last canto) o f  the epic, in which the tragic twist is given- 
Bhavabhuti in the Uttarardmacharita chose to adopt this 
course and gives us an inset play from his own imagination 
as the original work o f  Valmlki, the tragic close o f which, 
once again, is made, by an adroit dramatic device, to 
serve the purpose o f a happy ending to the main play. He 
has killed two birds with one stone here— avoiding the 
unwanted tragic close and, at the same time, releasing the 
rasa o f Adbhuta or Wonder, as laid down by Bharata. But 
the problem we are considering gets most tangled when 
we find Bhavabhuti himself suggesting through a character 
in Act III o f his play that Karuna is the ruling rasa 
throughout, manifesting itself through multiple forms. 
Most critics are wont to regard this as the playwright’s 
analysis o f his entire play. But, at least in the bouts o f 
fighting between the young heroes stretching over two acts 
(IV and V) the thread o f this rasa gets very thin indeed, 
and one is almost tempted to believe that, after all, the scope 
o f  Bhavabhuti’s side-remark is confined to A ct III, wherein 
alone Rama’s sorrow overflows without let or hindrance. 
W e have hints, but no direct glimpses, o f Rama’s agony in 
any other act. Indeed, many o f the ancient commentators
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themselves prefer to take up this second stand and regard
i Ik- ruling rasa o f the play to be a variety o f the Heroic 
( I Tra).

Modern scholarship has done a great service to the 
literary critic in proving that the “ Uttarakunda”  o f the 
\\amujana is a later appendage to Valmlki’s composition. 
Hut, though later than Valmlki, it must have been earlier 
than Kalidasa, who refers to its story, and our inquiry 
therefore is not entirely useless. Both Bhavabhuti and 
Anandavardhana are referring to the Ramayana with its 
‘ ‘ I Jttarakanda”  ■

The main point at issue is whether Anandavardhana 
has rightly interpreted the spirit o f the Ramayana in regard­
ing Karima as its prominent rasa. We have seen that the 
Sanskrit conception o f  literature, emphasizing the reward 
o f  virtue, does not allow room for the hero’s failure or 
frustration. Is it a feeling o f good over evil we get promi­
nently in the epic, or a sense o f  the unrewarded suffering 
o f  the good? D o Rama and Slta represent for us models 
o f heroic duty and feminine fortitude or just objects o f 
pity? I f  our answer is the latter, we are almost accepting 
the practical success o f Ravana, the embodiment o f evil, in 
inflicting irrevocable sorrow on Rama and Slta; and this 
gives the lie to the very credo o f  success as the core o f 
ethics.3 The present writer feels that the greatness o f Rama 
and Slta stands out not so much in their passive sorrow as 
in their positive heroism in the midst o f  sorrow. N o one 
can deny the presence o f sorrow and suffering in the epic in

•'This corresponds to rewards promised by religion to the virtuous
.... I perhaps points to the religious background of ancient Indian
litmary criticism.
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a large measure. But one might say that the emphasis o f 
the poet is not sorrow but on the heroic attitude to sorrow. 
That indeed is the secret o f all great tragedies; and this 
approach w ill make o f Rama almost a tragic hero, though 
apparently Anandavardhana’s stand might seem to do so 
more naturally. It is not the isolated unhappy ending alone 
which contributes to the tragic atmosphere; more so does 
the spirit o f undaunted courage in facing sorrow.

Among rasas, the closest approximations to the tragic 
emotions usually suggested are Karma and Raudra. N o 
doubt, Pity and Terror are best translated by these terms. 
But there appears to be a fundamental confusion in the 
equation o f pity with Karuna and fear with R audra. While 
“ Pity”  and “ Fear” are emotions in the process o f “ catharsis”  
or purgation or purification, leading to the state o f  “ calm, 
all passion spent”  in the spectator, our Karuna Rasa and 
Raudra Rasa are aesthetic experiences in their purified state. 
Rasa is the name o f that state o f mind which represents the 
very last stage in the interplay o f various moods, emotions 
and other responses. But pity and fear represent only 
earlier stages in the spectator’s response, corresponding 
more or less to our sthajibhuvs, and not his final state o f 
mind. I f  the excited state itself o f pity and terror is to be 
termed rasa in a loose way, then our Karuna and Raudra 
Rasas would more closely approximate to the effects of 
sentimental sorrow or sensational fury in melodramas than 
to their counterparts in great tragedies, where characteri­
zation plays a greater role. It follows, then, that the nearest 
approximation to the “ tragic”  experience will, i f  anything, 
be a gamut o f Virarasa.

I f  we understand that in the Ramayana the poet’s 
emphasis is on the hero’s stern sense o f duty amidst trials
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and tribulations that might have unnerved another o f a 
weaker fibre, the poet’s natural ending o f the story would 
be a trial, perhaps the greatest trial, that ever man faced. 
Such is the episode o f the banishment o f Slta culminating 
in her descent to the Netherworld. On this view, the rasa 
can be described as that variety o f the Heroic known as 
Dharmavira (Heroic-in-Duty).

Anandavardhana has chosen to regard the episode o f 
the hunter and the bird as the significant begining in the 
epic. Here agian, he appears to have followed a wrong 
trail. The natural beginning o f the epic is the account o f 
Ayodhya, and the incident o f the bird is no more than a 
prelude.

Our discussion has shown that rasa as a canon o f 
literary criticism is far from dependable in the estimation 
o f  epics o f vast proportions- Perhaps it is unnecessary. 
The only theorist that has attempted it, Anandavardhana, 
misses his mark more than once. In the determination o f 
the ruling passion o f  a w ork— epic or dramatic— -considera­
tions o f character should assume at least as much 
importance as consideration o f plot. Anandavardhana has 
confined himself to the latter to the neglect o f the former; 
and one cannot say that even in an epic the story alone is 
exclusively important. Nor are attempts to appreciate 
stray verses from epics or plays in terms o f rasa likely to 
be very successful, inasmuch as rasa relates mainly to the 
unity o f emotion or tone instanced in a whole work in the 
midst o f a variety o f moods and feelings. In the estimation 
o f dramatic literature, however it may be o f  help i f  we 
keep the above in mind. But its greatest applicability is in 
the evaluation o f lyrics; and the credit o f having pointed 
this out should go to Anandavardhana. But he could not



hearld any “ romantic revival”  in Sanskrit, and the pure 
lyrical form never found congenial soil for full-blooded 
growth. There are lyric elements in our epic and dramatic 
literature; they find greater expression in our epigrams 
(.muktaka or anibaddha);4 and they are strikingly present in 
poems like the Megbaduta and the GTtagovinda. But even 
these last are not unalloyed lyrics, like those o f Shelley or 
Keats. There is a tendency on the part o f the poet to 
view the subject-matter objectively— as existing outside 
and apart from his personality— and not subjectivly— that 
is, primarily as a personal experience. Kalidasa and 
Jayadeva will give vent to the emotions of a Yaksa or a 
Radha instead o f their own.5 • The intrusion o f didactic 
and narrative elements mars the pure lyrical quality o f 
even Bhartrbari’s verses and the very best lyrics o f love 
in Sanskrit, like those o f Amaru, become sensuous to a 
degree because o f the formal and rigid categories o f rasa 
theorists who enumerated types o f heroes and heroines in 
love.6,, The classical theory o f rasa practically fails to leave 
the poet a free choice in the expression o f his emotions 
and feelings in spite o f its assertions that he is freer than 
G od Himself in the creative realm. Even theorists who 
put rasa on a par with Absolute Bliss ( Brahmunanda) are
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4 This is inclusive of forms of irony and satire as in the case of 
“Anyokti” (Indirect Address.)

5 These may perhaps come close to the “Ode” and Idyll” 
recognized as English lyrical types, and admitting of a certain 
amount of objectivity in the poet and a thin thread of narration.

6 None of these can be really equated with the type of “Song” in 
English literature because of their conscious artistry and limited 
range of feelings conveyed.
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often found illustrating it with sensuous verses. The 
paucity o f lyrical types and lyric output in Sanskrit is 
itself an index o f  the limitations o f the rasa theory.

Rasa, then, cannot serve as a sole canon o f Sanskrit 
literary criticism. It needs to be supplemented by the 
more serviceable criteria o f Guna-Riti (Qualities and Poetic 
Diction and Style) and Alankara (Figurative Imagery).7 
We have refrained here from entering into niceties raised 
about rasa by commentators o f Bharata’s text because they 
are mostly abstract and metaphysical considerations valu­
able for theory, but o f little use for practical criticism.

7 A consideration of these we reserve for treatment in another 
article.



VIII

THE RIDDLE O F  RASA IN  SANSKRIT POETICS

Rasa is one o f those words in Sanskrit whose precise 
significance is as indefinite as its usage is wide-spread.1 In 
the history o f Sanskrit poetics, perhaps no other concept 
has given rise to so much controversy. Even Jagannatha, 
the redoubtable author o f Rasagangudhara, who tries to 
review in detail the diverse shades o f expert opinion cent­
ring round Rasa, is driven to confess at the end that the 
only common point that emerges is ‘Rasa is felt as that 
which is invariably connected with the highest joy and 
partaking of beauty in the world.’ 2 The classical interpre-

1 In the Yedic literature ‘Rasa’ ( from y ' ms ‘to taste’ ) means 
‘ta ste ’, ‘sweet juice’, ‘sap’ or ‘essence’. Cf.

(i) Tr '̂HT’fW f ariq-^rfcrffl: sraw i ^  s f Kc c  ̂ g s
11 — Rgveda, IX . 67. 32.

(ii) zfT er: —Ibid. X. 9. 2

(iii) Tfff sf ifsr —Satapatha Brahmana, VI. iv. 3-2-7.

(iv) srmt 31" STjFTRT TW- __Brhadaranyaka Upanisad, 1-3-19.

*(v) __Chandogya Upanisad, 1-1-2

(vi) ^ g-: —Taittiriya Upanisad. 2-7-1.

The word ‘Srngara’ as a Rasa is not found in Vedie literature and 
the early Upanisads. I t first occurs in a later Upanisad, viz., 
Samarahasya (Adyar ed.) 234: 12; 243 : 1; etc.; the old meaning of 
rasa is clear in epic literature also.

Cf- —Gita VII. 8.

2 Cf. ^  Tr^rrcftaTfa: Tnftfaftp

I op. cit. p. 35 (N. S. P . Ed.).
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I ations o f Bharata’s famous R asa-sutra by Lollata, S'ankuka, 
Bhattanayaka and Abhinavagupta have been critically 
examined by modern scholars more than once.3 The idea 
seems to be well nigh established now that the great divid­
ing line between the old (prdcTna)  and new (navya) schools 
o f Sanskrit Poetics is the attitude towards Rasa either as 
vacya or vyangya> On the testimony o f Anandavardhana, 
Abhinavagupta and Ruyyaka, it is assumed that all the 
ancients like Bhamaha, Dandin and Udbhata who regard 
rasavad, etc.,5 as alankaras on a par with upama, etc., imply 
that Rasas are vdcyopaskdraka and not vyangya aroused for 
the first time in the appreciative critic. After Abhinavagupta, 
Prof. M. Hiriyanna interprets the word Rasa as ‘ integral 
aesthetic experience’ (akhandacarvand)  and says— ‘According 
to this explanation, then, emotions are not communicated 
at all by the poet; he only suggests them and thereby helps 
their waking to life in the mind o f a competent person when 
they will necessarily be experienced by him’ -6 -) This state­
ment which has the support o f modern psychology also, 
may be a correct picture o f Abhinavagupta’s theory; but 
whether this was also the view  o f Bharata who propounded 
the Rasa theory and Anandavardhana who formulated the

3 Vide— (i) Dr. S. K. D e : A. Mooherjee Silver Jubilee Commemo­
ration Volume, III. pp. 207-253. (ii) Dr. P. V. Kane : History of 
Sanskrit Poetics, (iii) P. Panchapagesa Sastri: The Philosophy of 
Aesthetic Pleasure, (iv) Prof. T. N. Srikantaiya: 5 3 ^

4 Vide—Prof. M. Hiriyanna: The Problem o f  the Rasavadalankara,
P. 0 . C. XVI Session, pp. 267-70.

6i.e., Preyas, Urjasvin, Samahita, and Bhavika.

6 Prof. M. Hiriyanna, loc. cit. p. 269.
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principle o f dhvani is a question which needs to be examined 
further. An attempt is made in the sequel to go into this 
question and also the related question about the view o f the 
ancients regarding the place o f Rasa in poetry. It will be 
seen that there is no break in tradition regarding Rasa on 
the part o f the ancients like Bhamaha and that their 
idea o f alankara— synonymous with saundaryaprahura or 
sobhdkaradharma in the words o f Dandin (II. i)— is much 
wider than is generally acknowledged.

I

We have the direct testimony o f all the ancients—  
Bhamaha, Dandin and Vamana to the effect that they have 
read the NdtyasJstra. While admitting drama as a form o f 
literature, they refrain from going into its details since these 
can be studied best in Bharata’s great work.7 In forms 
other than drama also they declare in unambiguous terms 
that great works (i. e., Mahakuvyas) must be full o f Rasas 
and Bhavas and must have well-knit themes in conformity 
with Bharata’s principle o f sandhis.8 Is this not an open 
admission o f the primary importance o f the Rasa principle 
in poetry? A  reading o f the NatyasSstra will show that 
Bharata never indulges in metaphysical discussions about 
the aesthetic response o f the man o f taste. In the only 
passage9 he devotes to the qualities o f the ideal spectators 
(preksakas), he refrains in fact from using the words Rasa 
and Bhava. He speaks o f the ideal spectator as one who is

7 Cf. Kavyalankara, I. 24; Kdvyddarsa I. 31 and Kavyalankdra- 
sutravrtti I. 3. 30-32.

8Cf. Kavyalankara, I. 20-1; Kdvyddarsa, I. 18.
f Viz., Ch. 27 (N. S. P. Edn.).
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happy at the sight o f happiness, suffering at the sight o f 
grief and full o f  pity at the sight o f the piteous.10 This is 
what later writers call hrdaya-samvuda or varnamya-visaya- 
tanmayt bhdvanayogyata or emotional sensitivity. Bharata 
recognises how it varies from individual to individual. 
He says that drama must please all tastes, the illiterate and 
the learned, the wealth-seeker and the world-weary, the 
heroic and the old. So it is that drama is meant for all sorts 
o f characters, high as well as low, young as well as old, 
male as well as female.11 It will be seen that Kalidasa is 
only echoing Bharata when he says—natyam bhinnamcerjanasya 
bahudhupyekam samaradhakani (‘even to men o f myriad 
tastes, drama doth provide joy’).12 With Bharata’s text

10 qfeffRTfdT vfr% ^ ! t-# #Tĉ PT«rfcr %
II X X V II. 52. Op. cit.

1 1  I cf̂ qr:
gwfNRT II

miT mv fsRTfirw: 11 ^ iS\ -O 's, S3
II Ibid. 56. 8.

We see here the interest of spectators being grounded on the four 
values of life (purusarthas), a point utilized by Alankdrikas also Cf. 
Udbhata’s Kavyalankarasaii.graha:—

srreir qfcfpff I S
TO: II IV. 5.

This clearly gives the reason why Srngara and Vlra alone appeal 
to the audience as ruling sentiments. The reason is that they inspire 
Jcama and artha respectively— two values universal to men. Didactic 
poems inspiring dharma and :moksa can only have sectional appeal. 
That is why Santarasa had no importance in secular poems though 
it was holding sway in didactic epics.

12 Mdlavikdgnimitra, Act. I.
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before us, we would not be justified in concluding that the 
nature o f the joy provided is o f the same kind for every­
one. The conclusion reached is that Bharata does not give13 
the name Rasa or Bhava to the entertainment (aradhana or 
ananda or asvada)  which a play provides for an audience.

What then is Rasa according to Bharata? Kalidasa’s 
summary o f Bharata’s views given above is once again 
helpful. It is the emotional element in the theme or plot o f  
drama which falls into an organised pattern. In life too we 
have the interplay o f several emotions; but they do not fall 
into any pattern; they are disorganised. The chaotic inter­
play o f emotions in the world never brings exclusive joy 
because the emotions in life are guided by the wayward 
elements o f sattva, rajas and tamas which are always at 
loggerheads. Into the space o f a single moment are packed 
various activities very often arising out o f clashing desires 
and conflicting emotions. It is impossible to name one 
single ruling passion as the source o f all our activities o f 
even a single day, not to speak o f our whole lives. The 
imagination o f the playwright brings law and order into 
this lawless assemblage o f indiscriminate diversity. It 
keeps out the incoherent elements and picks out only the

13 Nor does Kalidasa. The expression hrdayasamvadi is used by 
Bharata himself as an adjective to artha or artistic matter in 
explaining how bhavas become rasas when universalised therein: 

iftsq: ^  *TT=ft I
srfrt singer II —VII. 7 Natya Sastra

Dr. Manomohan Ghosh’s translation reads: ‘The state proceeding 
from the thing which is congenial to the heart is the source of the 
sentiment and it pervades the body just as fire spreads over the dry 
wood.’ But Abhinavagupta appears to take this as an indication 
of the ideal spectator. Cf. Dhvanyalokalocana, P. 78, (KSRI Edn).



emotions, primary and derivative {sthayi-and vyabhicdri- 
blhlvas), their causes— human and material (vibhdvas)— and 
t heir effects (anubhdvas) for representation. The emotions 
ihus sorted out by the poet become elemental or universal 
and shed their individualistic peculiarities. It is in this 
sense that Bharata and Kalidasa speak o f drama as an ideal 
representation o f the world’s bhdvas.14: The primary emo- 
lions (bhdvas) are called sthayi and are distingushed from 
emotions which are fleeting or vyabhicdri. Since the former 
alone are conducive to unity and development, they get the 
name o f Rasa when such unity has been achieved in a play 
through the organic arrangement or successful fusion into 
an artistic unity o f their causes and effects.15 This cannot 
he done in thin air. This has to be achieved through all 
the media at the disposal o f the dramatist. So the characters 
in a drama will fall into certain definite types in relation to 
Rasa16; the plot will have links (sandbis) wherein each part 
will form an organic element o f the whole. Metre and 
music, dance and gesture, voice and tone, dress and make­
up are all directed to achieve this Rasa. The unity o f Rasa 
in a drama does not warrant the exclusion o f  all other

The Riddle of Rasa in Sanskrit Poetics 78 ■■

14 Cf. ?fT23r̂ r?*T*TT —Bharata, 1. 112; andC. "O w >
—I. 107. The word■o *\

anukarana shows that only emotion idealized by the poet 
is meant and not his felt emotion. Of. Aristotle’s idea of 
mimesis.

PTTfad *TRT srĉ qFRTSiTT: —Ibid. VII P. 112.
iind........... PTFfr m rr —p. 107.

For a fuller idea, read the English translation of Natyasastra by 
l*r. Manomohan Ghosh. Ch. VI and VII.

1,1 Cf. nayihd-ndyaka-bhedas.
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Rasas. On the other hand it implies the inclusion o f  diverse 
Rasas since unity does not mean just uniformity. But even 
in the delineation o f subordinate Rasas (angarasas), the law 
o f  propriety must be scrupulously observed. Mutually 
opposite Rasas like hasya and karuna cannot be placed side 
by side. N o angarasa (even if aviruddha or unopposed) 
should be over-developed. And o f all the Rasas, srngura 
and vira have the greatest popularity and have the best 
claims for being angirasa (ruling sentiment). This is the 
barest summary o f Bharata’s rules about Rasa, rules which 
are scattered all over his Ndtyasustra. While determining 
the meaning o f his famous Rasa-sutra, this background 
must be kept in mind. When torn out o f the context, the 
sutra may be interpreted to yield any meaning one likes.

N ow  it is pretty clear that Bharata is formulating all 
these rules solely for the guidance o f the artists— playwright 
or actor or both — and not for the education o f the 
spectators, who, he assumes, have the necessary sensibility 
or taste. He has not said anywhere about Rasa or bhdva 
as arising first in the spectator; but on the other hand he 
has underlined throughout that the poet should observe 
certain rules in view o f Rasa. He has not said that ‘emo­
tions are not communicated at all by the poet;’ on the 
other hand, he indicates throughout that the poet’s only 
task is to communicate Rasa as understood by him. A ll the 
media described at length— music, metre, language, gesture, 
voice etc.,— are nothing if  not aids to this communication 
by the artist. When the rules o f propriety (aucitya) men­
tioned above are neglected by the poet, there is rasabhanga 
because communication has failed.

I f  we thus analyse Bharata’s rules objectively and 
realise that Rasa is the primary concern o f the poet and
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dial ii is achieved by a systematic effort on his part in 
Jillcrent directions, we will be in a position to understand 
his sutra clearly. In Bharata’s psychological classification 
all possible emotions o f man are brought under 49 heads 
ol which the first 8 ( rati etc.,) are permanent, the next 33 
(jurveda etc.,) are fleeting and the last 8 ( stambha etc.,) are 
involuntary and psychophysical. All these are bhdvas or 
slates o f mind (citta-vrtti-visesa). O f  these the first 8 alone 
have the possibility o f being treated at length as ruling 
passions o f diverse situations, antecedent and consequent. 
When so treated the sthdyibhdvas themselves ’are described 
as Rasa because then their appeal to the audience is certain.
' Though it is an undisputed fact that sahrdayas also possess 
ihese stdyibhdvas and that is why they can have hrdayasamvdda 
and consequent dsvdda or dnanda, Bharata is not intent on 
explaining that point. What he wTishes to explain is that 
without an artistic and systematic representation o f vibhdvas 
etc., which he also calls artha (see note 13), no Rasa is 
possible; and without Rasas the artistic attempt is as good 
as useless ( nahi rasddrte kascidarthah pravartate). I f  Rasa 
is kept steadily in view, then all his other rules relat­
ing to it become indispensable. The sutra says that by 
vibhdvdnubhdvavyabhicdrisamyoga Rasa is called forth; or as 
explained by Bharata himself later, sthdyibhdvas come to be 
called Rasa. But how the samyoga is to be effected is not 
explained in the sutra. It is the subject o f the whole 
treatise, and it is the observance o f these rules that makes 
a theorist a supporter o f Bharata’s doctrine o f  Rasa.

II

So the question boils down to this: D id Bhamaha, 
Dandin, Vamana and Udbhata openly recognise the canons
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o f Rasa as enunciated by Bharata? I f  the answer is ‘yes', 
they must all have realised the supreme importance o f Rasa 
in poetry. N o verdict o f any later writer can change that, 
position. Considered in this light, all the ancient writers 
will be found to be adherents o f Bharata’s Rasa School. 
Bhamaha says in no ambiguous words that a mahahavya 
should contain “ noble characters and incidents like state- 
discussions, marching armies and the hero’s success; its 
story will have the five sandhis and it will not be recondite; 
it will be grand in scale and though all the four purusarthas 
(human values) are conveyed, the primary place is that o f 
artha or worldly good. It will represent the way o f the 
world and delineate each one o f the Rasas” .17 Are these 
not rules o f Bharata himself, with just a few modifications 
to suit poetry, the literary form in question? These occur 
at the very beginning o f his work and show that Bhamaha 
was perfectly alive to the demands o f Rasa in poetry. 
Similarly, Dandin also echoes Bhamaha in the beginning o f 
his Kavyadarsa and his expression rasabhdvanirantaram points 
to the fact that he wanted the whole work to be permeated 
by Rasa.18 Vamana admits that drama is literature par 
excellence; and regards Rasa as a guna o f artha or poetic 
content; something more than a mere ornament ( alankara)

i" Vide—  ..............................II

n̂fd °ai t i'O c *V

j^Ff ll Kavydlankara, 1 .19-21..

181. 31. Loc. cit.
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in iis restricted sense10 as distinct from its wider mean­
ing is also noted by him at the very commencement 
nl his work, that alankdra is a synonym o f saundarya 
(beauty).

All the ancient literary theorists are thus agreed on the 
I;R't that rules relating to Rasa though formulated by
11 ha rata specifically for drama, deserve the study o f poets 
loo for endowing their works with charm. This implies 
i ha i the total effect o f a long poem like an epic (mahdkdvya) 
is (o be measured only in terms o f Rasa. But so far as the 
smaller units o f the poem are concerned, their beauty is 
enriched by a number o f alankdras. Underlying all these 
.iLinkdras, there is the imaginative element or creative 
dement (called vakrokti by Bhamaha and atisayokti by 
Dandin).20 The poet’s imagery in the different units o f the 
poem has a charm all its own and even when these are 
absent, if  the Rasa element is strong enough, charm is not 
absent. Then the kdvya w ill be only rasavadand if  it is not a 
heightened rasa like srngara, but only an agreeable bhdva or 
emotion like rati in relation to gods etc., or harsa (joy), it 
is preyasvat. I f  it is a spirited sentiment, it is urjasvin.

1 !l Cf. ^]Trf^rcf Kavyalankarasutravrtti, III. ii. 14;
srWraT: WRT sr?  W :  ; Ibid. III. i. 1-2 and

I. i. 2. Rudrata is not taken into consideration 
because he openly gives the highest place to Rasa in poetry through­
out- his work.

Dandin also calls it Vakrokti in Kdvyddarm, II. 362. It should 
lie throughout observed that the ancients never regard anything 
which is devoid of the imaginative element as artha or kdvydrtha. 
11-24.
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The fall o f an emotion is samdhita.21 A ll these are alankaras 
o f  poetry in the sense that they happen to be the sources 
o f charm even like upamd and so forth, because both are 
products o f the poet’s creative imagination (kavisakti). 
The word alankara in both Bhamaha and Dandin is used in 
the wider sense o f saundarya only and it thus enables them 
to speak o f rasa, bhava, etc., as also alankaras in the parts 
o f a poem.22 But this does not mean that they could not 
differentiate between the importance o f the two since in 
poetry Rasas are expressly declared to be important.

N ow  we shall turn to Anandavardhana’s approach to 
the question. He brings to the fore for the first time the 
relation between the media o f poetry— words and conven­
tional meanings (vdkydrtha) — and rasa. He finds that it can 
be at best indirect suggestion. Theoretically the conclusion 
is fool-proof since Rasa cannot be part o f the conventional 
meaning o f any o f the aggregates or wholes that constitute 
a poem. He renders explicit what was only implicit in 
Bharata’s discussions on Rasa. So far so good; but he takes 
all his predecessors to task for having laboured under a 
misconception that Rasa— which in its very nature can be

21 These are not recognised by Vamana, because he uses the word 
alankara in the narrow sense as noted above. All these are concepts 
of the NatyaMstra which are assigned their place in poetry.

22 c'f- [ i J #qr i
ir ^ T tS ^ q t  s p f ^ T  s p tS 5 5 ^ R tS f P T T  f=HT II

Kavyalaiikara II . 85-
[ i i ]  ZFBrf I

szfTcjf<3Td*R *T: II Kdvyddarsa II . BBS.

The word alankara is used in its wider sense even by Bhoja.
Cf. Dr. V. Raghavan’s Srhgara Pmlcasa.
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in filling but alankarya (what is embellished)— was just an 
(iliiikilrii or an embellisher o f sabda and artha. When he 
s.iys this, the familiar words artha and alankara are being 
used by Anandavardhana in restricted senses possibly not 
intended by the ancients. To Anandavardhana artha is 
mere dictionary-meaning; to the ancients it is the poetic 
content.23 T o Anandavardhana alankara is vucyopaskdraka 
only; but to the ancients it is saundarya which may be 
ryaugyopaskaraka as well. Abhinavagupta lent his authority 
io Anandavardhana; and Mammata accepted the interpre­
tation as correct. Ruyyaka in his Alankaras arvasva accepts 
I ully the stand o f Anandavardhana24; but in actual practice 
defines and illustrates rasavadadi alankaras also unlike

-:! Poetic content is to be distinguished from plain talk and 
scientific writing, both of which are strictly kept out of the sphere 
of poetry by the ancients as they are wanting in vakrokti, the raison 
d'etre of alankara. Anandavardhana is equating it with them in his 
criticism.

Cf. “Poets write ‘no language’ or none that can be learned in 
mi vance of reading their poems. Being unique, poetic meaning neces­
sarily works by departure from the expected sequence of normal 
s|token language. Not only is every trope such a departure but also 
e v e r y  elaboration, reticence or conciseness; all that distinguishes 
poetry from ordinary talk.” Prof. A.D.H. Powler (Queen’s College, 
Oxford) in Essays in Criticism, July, 1956, p. 355. This truth 
is as much in line with the ancient concept of vakrokti as the later 
t lieory of dhvani. There is no justification for regarding that alankara 
is just vagvikalpa or turn of commonplace talk as Anandavardhana 
liolds. The poet’s vision is indeed the sheet-anchor of the concept 
ul' alankaras also. For a fuller discussion of the meaning of 
ttrlha, see the present writer’s ‘ Key-Terms in Sanskrit Literary 
< 'riticism

Alankdrasarvasva, Introductory section.
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Mammata who omits their consideration in strict conformity 
with Anandvardhana’s position. Ruyyaka’s procedure 
is thus an indirect pointer to the fact that Anandavardhana’s 
explanation was not wholly acceptable to all critics.

Anandavardhana has considered at length the ancient 
idea o f rasavadalankara before dismissing it as unsound and 
revising it to suit his stand. The arguments reviewed in 
the Dhvanyaloka deserve greater attention than they have 
received so far at the hands o f scholars. In the beginning 
o f the II Uddyota he refers to two ideas o f the ancients 
about the rasavadalankara:—

(i) Delineation o f direct emotional behaviour in senti­
ent beings; or

(ii) Delineation o f emotional behaviour imputed to 
insentient beings.

According to Anandavardhana the first alternative is 
untenable because it will rob or restrict the scope o f other 
figures like simile inasmuch as the bulk o f poetry relates to 
emotional behaviour o f sentient beings; and a great part o f 
poetry wherein emotional behaviour is imputed to insentient 
objects like hill and river will have to be branded as mrasa 
(devoid o f rasa). The second alternative is to be rejected 
because it strengthens the first reason already mentioned. 
Both these criticisms lose their force in view o f  the fact 
that the ancients recognise both sankara and samsrsti as 
alankdras.

It is unfortunate that the reading o f Bhamaha’s 
example o f rasavadalankara25 is hopelessly corrupt. Nothing 
can be made o f  it. But in Bhattikdvya26 we get the follow ­
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ing example o f rasavadalankara :

SS’RrfrrcSTH fw t

^ w t 5rpt *mtsfVrTm 
f5mTVt4 ?TfTf«rg FT5T?cm ne *\

Here the subject o f description is a high mountain. The 
mountain is said to be a lover tenderly touching with 
his peak the comely and bright curves o f the disrobed 
darling viz., Heaven, whose girdle is starry. Here we see 
erotic behavior imputed to the mountain, an insentient 
object. The commentary Jayamangala quotes Bhamaha’s 
definition o f rasavadalankara in this connection. This con­
firms the conclusion that Anandavardhana had before him 
some such definite view o f Rasavadalankara which he sets 
out to refute.

It remains to be considered whether Anandavardhana’s 
rejection o f the title rasavad for such examples is strictly 
warranted by his theory o f dhvani. Anandavardhana him­
self has given three similar examples— two are from 
Kalidasas’ Vikramorvasija in this context27— and says that 
they are treasure-houses o f Rasa (rasanidhanabhuta). Accord­
ing to the narrow view o f Rasavadalankara attributed by 
Anandavardhana to ancients, these will not be rasavad but 
mrasa. But we have seen from Bhatti that they did include 
such instances also under rasavadalankara itself. The

27 JtW T S . . .  and . . .e\
See the present writer’s English Translation of Dhvanyaloka 

(Poona Oriental Series, p. 22-25). According to Anandavardhana^ 
Rasavadalankara is instanced only when one Rasa is subordinate to 
another in a single passage. This idea in itself shows that the 
reader’s asvada is far from being intended.
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position o f the ancients has been narrowed down by 
Anandavardhana to suit his stand here also. Even granting 
for argument’s sake that he has not distorted the older 
notion o f rasavadalankdra, can we say that Anandavardhana 
is justified in regarding these as examples o f rasa-dhvani? 
That Anandavardhana is innocently trapped into a self- 
contradiction here will be evident by comparing his earlier 
remarks about samasokti which is only a gum bhuta-vyaitgya- 
alaiikdra according to him and not rasa-dhvani. The 
example cited for samasokti also is very similar to the ones 
we have been considering :

<T̂T TOfcT 5lf5HT faSTFTCsm 1t \  <s v

gftfa Tim? * srfsrfm u

Here, according to Anandavardhana, what is o f primary 
importance is the vdcya, viz., the moonlit night as the 
subject o f  description and erotic behaviour is imputed to it 
through slesa which only adds to the beauty o f the vdcya. 
This same argument can very well be advanced in the 
case o f the instances cited earlier. The line o f  demarcation 
between them is far too slender; and if  samasokti is just an 
alankara, imputed sentient behaviour o f insentient objects 
too (acetane cetanavrttdntayojana) can only be an alankara even 
according to Anandavardhana himself who has admitted 
more than once28 that alankaras which are gunibhutavyangya

28 See Dhvanyaloka, III. 34, 35, 36, 37 & 39. Karika  40 says that 
from the stand-point of Rasa, gunibhuta-vyangya too will become 
dhvani only. This shift of standpoint is very tricky. According to 
Dandin, the cetanatvaropa on acetanas is samadhiguna which is 
praised by him as the mainstay of poets. Cf. Kdvyddarsa, II. 98-100.
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are no less beautiful than dhvani-kdvya. But in samdsokti 
Anandavardhana conveniently forgets that ndyikd-ndyaka- 
vyavahdra involves rasdbhivyakti which he brings to the fore 
in acetane cetanavrttdntayojand. From this we conclude that 
Anandavardhana’s attitude towards Rasa changes when he 
is criticising the ancients for their mistake in considering an 
alankdrya as alankdra. In his own example o f samdsokti he 
says not a word about Rasa while in similar examples o f 
acetane cetanavrttdnta-yojand he sees nothing but Rasa.

N ow  we come to the crux o f the problem. According 
to Anandavardhana Rasa is only vyang ya; and when it is 
intended as important by the poet it should be termed 
only Dhvani and not alankdra in its narrow sense o f 
vdcyopaskdraka. We have seen that the ancients too lay 
down that the importance o f Rasa should be kept steadily 
before his mind by the poet and even when alankdras like 
upamddi are absent, Rasas and bhdvas might partake o f  
charm and get the name o f alankdra in the larger sense. 
When one considers a poem from the standpoint o f Rasa, 
it will always be rasavad, etc., according to the ancients29 
or rasddi-dhvani in the language o f Anandavardhana. Stated 
thus, the whole controversy appears just a quarrel over 
words. But it is much more than that. Anandavardhana 
endeavours to show that the poet’s activity (vydpara.) must

29 Cf. [ i ] i
^ *T«rr i•V C

Kavyalankara, V, 62.
[ii] I

 ̂ vrrrjT ^  ^srt: ii
Jinasena. Mahapurana, I. 97..

H-25
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primarily concern itself with Rasa and only secondarily 
with alankaras. More explicitly than the ancients, he has 
referred to each rule o f Bharata regarding Rasa and pointed 
out its application in literary works. In the circumstances, 
the difference between the ancients and Anandavardhana 
ceases to be a difference in doctrine but amounts to only a 
difference in the degree o f  emphasis on Rasa. Leaving out 
the logical implications o f the dhvani theory, if we confine 
our attention to this difference in emphasis on Rasa bet­
ween the ancients and Anandavardhana, we find that the 
ancients spoke o f Rasa mainly with reference to composite 
works (prabandha):; and for all manifestations o f Rasa, 
bhava etc., in component parts o f a work they devised the 
figures like rasavad. For short catus or muktakas (self- 
contained stanzas) though brimming w A  emotion, the 
ancients would appear to deny the full-fledged name Rasa; 
they account for their charm through alankaras like preyas 
and urjasvin. Anandavardhana on the other hand goes the 
whole length and says that there is as much Rasa in a part 
o f  a work as in a catu  or muktaka.,30 and that all bhavas etc., 
are more charming than upama etc. This is the real 
difference between the two view points. As we have 
already seen, Bharata’s rules o f Rasa have in mind only the 
plan o f a whole work and it is difficult to imagine that he 
would have quoted any single stanza out o f a whole drama 
as exemplifying this or that Rasa or accepted that bhavas, 
etc., had an independent status equal to that o f Rasa. A t 
the most he would say that there was a touch o f Rasa or

soDhvanyaloka, vrtti on III. 7. But Abhinavagupta himself admits 
in his Abhinavabhdratl that Rasas are possible only in prabandhas 
and not in muktakas. Cf. V. Raghavan, fcrnqara Praka&a. p. 79.
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rasavattva therein. Viewed in this light, even Vamana’s 
procedure o f counting dlpta-rasas as a quality (gum) o f 
artha or kavydrtha as a whole, acquires significance. This 
attitude o f the ancients points to a period in the history o f 
Sanskrit Poetry when prabandhas were held in higher 
esteem than muktakas. But by Anandavardhana’s time 
Amaru and others had made this genre most popular and 
Anandavardhana had no hesitation in giving them the 
highest status. It appears to the present writer that the 
grammatico-philosophical discussions o f dhvani are primarily 
directed towards this end. In this process o f enlarging the 
scope o f  Rasa to include muktakas and individual parts o f 
a whole work, the word Rasa has been given a restricted 
meaning perhaps not contemplated by Bharata. It is only 
in this restricted sense Rasa can be a vyangya and not a 
vacyopaskaraka. But in the original unrestricted sense o f 
Rasa, it could be vyangya only from a whole w o rk ; and in 
its parts it could only be a vacyopaskaraka, since the vdcya 
was the poetic theme o f the work as a whole, which it 
embellished. Herein lies the key to the riddle o f Rasa.

Anandavardhana was content only with enlarging the 
scope o f Rasa to include parts o f a work and muktakas. 
He did not attempt any philosophical justification o f his 
position. But Abhinavagupta who was more o f an original 
thinker than a commentator, gave the philosophical justifi­
cation by equating Rasa with the critic’s akhandananda, 
which is nothing but a burst o f innate dtmdnanda (mentioned 
in the Upanisads) divested o f its shackles o f  self-interest 
etc.,31 temporarily though. The extreme implications o f

31 We do not come across this identification clearly anywhere in 
the Dhvanyaloka itself.
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this theory deny Rasa to the poet himself and deny the 
very process o f R^-com m unication from the poet to 
the critic.32 However great may be the importance o f 
Abhinavagupta’s conclusion in the history o f Indian 
aesthetics, it is not a sound criterion with which to judge the 
ancients. Indian thought is chary o f conceding that the later 
a doctrine, the more progressive it should necessarily be. 
In fact our best writers— Kalidasa and Bhavabhuti33, Bana 
and Magha, and great lexicographers like Amarasimha—  
are in line with the ancient tradition that Rasas are relative 
to the world o f the poet’s imagination, which in its turn 
may be assumed to find an echo (hrdaja-samvada) in the

32 Anandavardhana never denies the possibility of such communi­
cation.

Cf- [ 1 ] Sfta: I. 5 and
[ ii] =#csfr(%: sfrpjq- srRT TSPnf |

tTcr <ri=r n
Parikarasloka after III. 41

Since soka means ‘pity’ as well as ‘sorrow’, the word may well be 
taken in its sense of ‘pity’ here. Thus understood, the difficulty 
imagined by Abhinavagupta will disappear. See next note.

33 cf. [ i ] and
WR̂ r JTf%̂ cn ^frofr fcn^am r̂r̂ t i

V ttarardmacarita.
f ii] cftssff srrfcTW^T I Harsacarita•o
[iii] TH: I

TWFeT r̂5JT̂ r5»Tr!TciriT II Ramayana, 1. iv. 
tiv ] JTWT: 5Tf=^sf^:, i\X;.—N  atyavarga.

As Kslrasvamin points out, these are descriptions of Srngara and 
Vira respectively; not synonyms (paryaya). Amarasimha considers 
that only pity at the sight of sorrow constitutes karunarasa which 
he explains as

[NOTE CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE]
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critic and result in his aesthetic experience. Even Ananda­
vardhana has spoken o f Rasa primarily with reference to 
the poetic content only.34

One more point emerges out o f this discussion. The 
place o f  nature-poetry wherein there is no shade of 
emotional behaviour, will be much lower than that o f poetry

c. **
This either points to a tradition different from that of Bharata 

or describes the spectator’s response. Lollata, who is so much 
criticised by Abhinavagupta and others, (and who is possibly earlier 
than Anandavardhana) states in no uncertain terms even like 
Anandavardhana himself that long descriptions of Nature by poets 
irrespective of considerations of Rasa are to be regretted :

Cf. i

*n3PTpT II

— Quoted in Kdvyamimdmsd Ch. IX . P. 45.
34 Cf. His numerous descriptions of Rasa as vdkydrlha and

f i  pp- 222, loc. cit.
Even svasabdavdcyatvadosa which Anandavardhana makes much 

of is possible only in this sense. But in fact the ancients including 
Udbhata never said that svasabda was an independent mode of 
conveying Rasas. According to them, along with vibhdvadi, svasabdas 
too could usefully occur, e.g., in Kalidasa’s famous description of 
the pursued deer in fright— et°- (Sakuntala I). The 
word bhiya . .  is serving a very important purpose to convey the 
emotion of fright. I f  that svasabda is omitted, bhaydnaka-rasa will 
not be communicated at all so successfully.

The rigid distinction between the body (-sarira) and soul (dtman), 
is to say the least, vapid. An extreme dualism between the two in 
poetry is very misleading. Only an advaita or visistddvaita will 
explain the relation correctly.
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full o f Rasa-dhvani. This point is recognised by Professor 
M. Hiriyanna who goes to the extent o f calling it the 
contribution o f Indian poetics to world criticism.35 That 
poetry dealing with beauty in nature can evoke aesthetic 
experience no less charming than that o f Rasa is a well 
established fact in modern criticism. As Ruyyaka puts it 
there is vastusaundaryasamvdda in nature-poetry in contrast to 
hrdayasamvuda o f  rasavad. I f  nature’s beauty in all its 
minute details is successfully communicated, it w ill be 
svahhavokti alankdra; if  the beauty transformed in the imagi­
nation o f the poet is communicated, it will be bhdvika 
alankdra. In fact there is no disputing the fact that these 
are shades o f beauty which do not deserve to be under­
rated in the domain o f poetry. Thus the older notion 
o f Alankdra in its wide sense o f  saundaryaprakdra is as justi­
fiable as the later notion o f Rasa-dhvani. While the later 
school is forced to underrate all sources o f poetic charm

35 Qj “There are two types or orders of poetry, according to this 
school, one dealing with ‘emotional situations’ in life, as we may 
describe them and the other dealing with other situations in life or 
with objects of external nature; and that the latter is reckoned as 
relatively inferior poetry” .-Art Experience (Studies in honour of 
S. Radhakrishnan, Allen & Unwin, p. 180). “Here is another point 
which is far more important, viz., the discovery that there is an 
order of poetry which requires a deeper form of appreciation and 
yields a higher kind of aesthetic experience than is ordinarily ack­
nowledged; and in this discovery we may say, consists one of the 
chief contributions of India to the general philosophy of art.”—op. 
cit. p. 188. Perhaps the Dhvanikara would not subscribe to such a 
view since he says emphatically in I. 2 .

3T«T: sfnWT?*TT I

o c



The Riddle of Rasa in Sanskrit Poetics 95

other than that o f Rasadi, the earlier school does not 
understate the claims o f Rasadi to the same extent in com­
posite poem s:

urmfafferasfts afcrf^gr sr̂ TSTrT n 36o «

36 Quoted by Pratlharenduraja in his Udbhatavrtti pp. 79-80. It 
is not part of the author’s intention in this article to minimise the 
importance of Anandavardhana’s searching analysis of the varities 
of dhvani, unique in the history of Sanskrit Poetics. All that is 
attempted is to show that the older doctrine of Alankara was neither 
ridiculously stupid nor devoid of poetic sensibility. The two schools 
are complimentary rather than contradictory to each other.



IX

THE CONCEPT OF SUGGESTION IN 

SANSKRIT POETICS

The concept o f Dhvani or Suggestion, was popularised 
by Anandavardhana in the 9th century A .D . Bhamaha, 
Dandin, and the other ancient theorists were mainly con­
cerned with evolving the principle o f intellectual beauty in 
literature; their aim was to guide the poet and educate the 
critic by pointing to such examples in literature as could 
be explained by intellectual categories. They were no 
doubt aware that literature is mainly £a thing o f beauty and 
a joy for ever’ ; but they also believed that this beauty in 
literature was not something elusive and indefinable, but 
something that could be recognised and scientifically ex­
plained. It was this belief which made them distinguish 
a multitude o f figures o f speech and as many as ten qualities 
o f style.. Different modes o f style too had been noticed, 
and a list o f flaws in composition had been furnished for 
the benefit o f the poets. This is in short the substance o f 
the doctrines o f Alarikara, Guna, Rlti and Dosa.

The essential defect common to all those doctrines is 
obvious. Enjoyment o f literature is not so much intellectual 
as aesthetic and our intellectual standards o f judgment are 
not often o f much service in the matter o f aesthetic appre­
ciation. These early theorists often mistook wit for poetic 
genius and tricks o f  style for poetic greatness. The themes 
for an epic were categorically classified and one had but to 
present them in the orthodox figurative way to be sure o f 
poetic fame. Time has now amply demonstrated the 
futility o f such attempts. The countless Campu-works in



Sanskrit literature which obey these rules so implicity and 
slavishly are anything but readable. Surprise is so essential 
an ingredient o f wit that no w7it will bear repetition. When 
it is overdone, a stock metaphor such as ‘moon-face’ or 
‘foot-lotus* becomes stale and repulsive to a degree, though 
it may be in strict conformity with a hundred and one rules 
o f rhetoric. Even pun which may be regarded as wit o f 
words, fails to send one to raptures after the first shock o f 
sudden discovery is over. It is an intellectual game at best 
and can hardly claim an important place in a serious poem.

T o  most o f us today, who have drunk deep at the 
fountain o f  European literature, these may sound like so 
many hometruths and commonplaces o f literary criticism. 
But by the 9th century A .D ., when there was no English 
literature worth anything, when there was no literary 
contact between India and Greece or Rome, India could 
not only be proud o f a rich possession o f literature, but 
also had made such rapid strides in the matter o f literary 
criticism that critics like Anandavardhana could propose 
solutions to the fundamental problems o f literature, which 
have been only confirmed by the knowledge that has 
accrued in the centuries that have rolled since his time. 
There was no doubt a grain o f truth in the investigations 
o f the earlier theorists. Anandavardhana sifted this grain 
from the chaff and ably promulgated a sound theory o f 
literature in his Locus Classicus o f literary criticism,— the 
Dhvanyaloka". Dhvanyaloka is an epoch-making work in 
the history o f Sanskrit Poetics for more reasons than one. 
It not only differs from the previous works in its con­
clusions but deviates from them even in the mode o f 
approach to the subject and the method o f treatment. The 
established procedure o f the ancient writers was to define
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succinctly, explain summarily and illustrate sparingly. 
Individual bits o f poetry would be selected to illustrate 
one technical device or another. Such bits strung together 
with the help o f a story— slender though— were supposed 
to constitute a unit in literature (,Sarga), and a collection o f 
such units was called an epic Sargabandha)-2 Hence the 
early rhetoricians never for a moment doubted that their 
procedure was just the right one to be adopted for explain­
ing the essential elements in poetry.

But Anandavardhana felt differently. He was o f 
opinion that no proper literary estimate o f a poem was 
possible unless it was considered as a whole unit and until 
the elements that accounted for its unity were traced down. 
In order that the greatness and beauty o f a composition 
(.Prabandha) be fully appreciated, Anandavardhana upheld 
the intrinsic nature o f Rasas and endeavoured to bring out 
their significance by means o f a brilliant and thorough­
going analysis. Bharata’s theory o f  Rasa which so far had 
been restricted in its scope to the field o f drama, was now 
extended to the province o f poetry and, what is more, the 
several factors that help or hinder the progress o f Rasas in 
poetry were exhaustively and scientifically treated for the 
first time. Even in Mnktakas or single, self-contained, 
stanzas, the charm caused by the infusion o f Rasas was 
given a higher place than that derived by the inclusion o f 
Alankdras.3

The chief centre o f appeal in all poetry is thus Rasa 
or aesthetic sentiment according to Anandavardhana; and

2 Cf. __Dandin’s Kavyadarsa, I. 14.

3Tsfq- i\3 N sS

gqfrFTT faftfsPTTiT II — ̂ TT?5>MIL 17.



The Concept of Suggestion in Sanskrit Poetics 99

i licy only are critics o f culture and taste whose minds are 
receptive to the aesthetic sentiments delineated, in literary 
compositions. In other words, sahrdajatva or rasajhato. are 
interchangeable terms.4 The earlier writers on poetics had 
held bahusrutatva or vast erudition as an indispensable 
qualification o f a literary critic, and his culture had been 
supposed to consist in the mastery of all the allied branches 
of learning like Grammar, Metrics and Rhetoric. Ananda­
vardhana ridicules the idea and rejects it. He states that 
not all the learning o f these sciences will be o f any avail in 
the matter o f literary appreciation. The secret o f literature 
will be open only to a few gifted souls.5 Only the 
universal appreciation o f the best minds can have weight in 
literary criticism, not the dogmatic assertions o f  any group 
who accept and approve o f certain conventional categories. 
There can never be any finality about such categories since 
they can be replaced by others at any time.6

The supremacy o f Rasa in poetry was thus maintained 
by Anandavardhana and he demanded o f the literary critic 
responsiveness or sahrdajatva. He also went a step further 
and tried to show how even the poet should strain every 
nerve o f his in endowing his works with Rasa. The 
inseparable connection between poetic genius (Kavipratibha)

4 TH5rN  ?Tif5qc3Tr__Ibid. p. 206 (Calcutta Sanskrit Series).

n—ibid. I. 7.

cp-rrfâ fr-
l^r^^Tf'RTFIT  ̂ T=T: WJT^-
^TRp-TTsfr i — Ibid. p. 206.
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and Rasa was strikingly brought home by Anandavardhana. 
From the legend about the origin o f the Ramayana, 
Anandavardhana draws the conclusion that it was the 
boundless pathos o f the situation, when one o f the happy 
pair o f linnets was shot down in cold blood and the other 
was shrieking piteously, that spurred the creative imagi­
nation o f Valmlki to compose his immortal poem.7 He 
also traces the steady progress o f  Karum-rasa or the 
pathetic sentiment from the beginning, right up to the end 
o f the Ramayana,8 Anandavardhana waxes eloquent over 
the salutary influence o f Rasas in poetry. Though the 
themes for poetry have always been the same, i f  there 
is yet endless variety from poet to poet, it is exclusively 
due to the multi-formed manifestation o f Rasas. Rasas, 
in short, endow eternity o f interest and charm to 
subjects otherwise limited and circumscribed.9 Even like 
trees in spring, well-known themes put on a charm and 
splendour altogether new and fresh, when they are asso­
ciated with Rasa.10 That is why Anandavardhana appeals 
to the poets never to become indifferent to considerations 
o f  Rasa while writing their works.11

II—Ibid. 1. 5.

8 For detailed information, see the present writer’s article : “Vfil- 
miki and Vyasa, an Indian approach.” The Bharat Jyoti, Divali 
Number, 1947.

9 Cf. ftratscir^ni ^rsrarcr i— ibid. IV. 3. 

1 0 <£E£<Tcrf 3 r f q  m T :  S R S T  I

r̂t fsrrvnfcr iTsprrcr ?*rr: n—ibid. iv .  4.

11 I—Ibid. IV. 5.
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What then are these considerations o f Rasa to be so 
carefully kept in mind by the poet and so attentively 
appreciated by the critic? The first and most important 
consideration governing all compositions aiming at Rasa is 
.• \ncitya or propriety, and there can be no greater failing o f 
a poet than Anaucitya or impropriety.12 The demands made 
by the principle o f Aucitya are:— Firstly, the selection by 
the poet o f such themes only as are rich in situations that 
admit o f a free and full handling o f the accessories o f Rasa, 
viz., Sthdyibhdva, Vibhdva, Anubhdva and Sancdribhdva,13 
Secondly, the poet should not be blindly faithful to the 
original story wherein conflicting Rasas may be found. 
He should not hesitate to recast the story so as to suit the 
dominant sentiment. Thirdly, the poet should construct 
his plot with a view to evoking the sentiments, and not in 
servile obedience to formal rules o f Poetics. Fourthly, no 
single Rasa should be delineated incessantly. There should 
be a variety o f Rasas, and at the same time the unity o f the 
dominant emotion should not be impaired. Finally, the 
poet should use Alankdras sparingly, even when he is cap­
able o f using them in plenty.14

When the poet pays deference to the demands o f Rasa 
and Aucitya, his poetry shines out supreme. He shakes off" 
the artificial rules that enchain his creative imagination and 
becomes a free and fearless agent. Anandavardhana’s 
language becomes poetic when he describes the poet’s

12 I
II— Ibid. P- 186.

13 For an explanation of the terms, see the present writer’s article 
on ‘Bharata’s Theory of Rasa’, The Poona Orientalist, Jan. 1948.

11 Cf. Dhvanyaloka, III 10-14.



mission and privilege. ‘In the boundless realm o f poetry, 
the poet himself is to be regarded as the sole creator. 
According to his tastes, the whole world will revolve. I f  

I the poet is sensitive to emotions himself, the whole world 
j  will be depicted by him as suffused with emotion; on the 

other hand, if  the should lack in feeling, the world o f  his 
i creation also will be dry and sapless. He is free to lend life 

': to inanimate objects and make even animate things look 
> inanimate in their behaviour. It is a rare privilege o f the 

poet that he can thus transmute anything and everything in 
the world to solid gold o f  poetry. But in this he succeeds 
just in the same proportion as he does justice to the claims 
o f  Rasa’ .15

Having thus strikingly demonstrated the all-important 
nature o f Rasa in poetry and its superiority over other 
formal excellences, Anandavardhana attempted to give an 
explanatoin o f the process by which Rasas are delineated 
by the poet and enjoyed by the critic. It was in this con- 

/  ncction that he brought forward his famous theory o f 
^  Dhvani or suggestion. We have so far postponed a discus­

sion o f this concept because in the first place its significance 
can be grasped only in its relation to the concepts o f
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sraTqfer: i
JTqrs?# M  f?Rai enfc 11

5FT33T SffiT sttrt I 
tr=r cfoRFT5%q; cRT II

m=TTJT%̂ mTfq- %?T'TH;̂ d'1̂ d I

THT̂ cTf H I WT  ̂ Ĵ nfcT.
—Ibid. p. 293.
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Alaiikara and Rasa, and secondly because it is none too 
simple.

The problem that Anandavardhana had to solve pre­
sented itself before him in some such way as this: ‘What 
is the essence o f  literature? And how is this essence or 
soul o f literature connected with the skill o f the poet on 
the one hand and with the aesthetic response o f the critic 
on the other? Is it possible to formulate a principle o f 
literary criticism which is wide enough to explain all grades 
o f beauty in literature and by following which one can be 
guided aright in the matter o f recognising the multi-formed 
manifestations o f that life-bestowing essence o f literature? 
These questions had not occurred to the minds o f the 
earlier theorists precisely in this form. They took it for 
granted that literature is beautiful and they had tried to 
analyse this beauty minutely and to propose a scheme o f 
Alankaras which in their opinion was quite exhaustive. 
A ll specific shades o f beauty in literature were labelled as 
so many Alankaras,16 and general excellances as so many 
Gunas or Qualities o f S^bda (sound), and Artha (sense) or 
both. Anandavardhana saw clearly that these considerations 
did not touch even the fringe o f the fundamental problem. 
The presence or absence oF Alankaras did not matter at all 
in masterpieces o f literature. There were poems devoid 
o f Alankaras and yet highly beautiful. There were also 
poems containing several Alankaras and yet lacking in 
appeal. As regards the Gunas, R jti, Vrtti and so on, they 
never played any part in poetry by themselves, independent 
o f  other considerations. The particular Gunas, etc. in a 
poem were consequenced by the demands o f Rasa only and

163TRTT f |  ^  —Ibid. p. 275.
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their value was thus not intrinsic but only conditioned by 
the exigencies o f Rasa.17

Anandavardhana, then, could have easily settled the 
problem o f the ‘soul’ o f poetry by saying that Rasa is the 
soul, neither Alankdra, nor Gutia. But here again there 
was the danger o f the principle o f Rasa being interpreted 
in a formal and mechanical way, and such an interpretation 
would surely have misled the aspiring poet and the budding 
critic alike by exercising the same stranglehold upon their 
minds as the categories o f figures o f speech had done 
before. Anandavardhana not only wanted to steer clear o f 
this danger, but he was also anxious to avoid the pitfalls o f 
the ancients who did not distinguish any varying grades o f 
excellence in different works o f literature but thought that 
all works contained a uniform kind o f  beauty. Both these 
objects o f  Anandavardhana were satisfactorily accomplished 
m the new concept o f literary criticism that he formulated, 
viz., Dhvani.

| What are the essentials o f the concept o f Dhvani? 
The word Dhvani literarlly means ‘Tone’ ;_but it is used in 
_the technical sense o f ‘Suggestiveness’ in Anandavardhana’s 
J?_ook: It is the characteristic par excellence o f Rasa in poetry. 
Rasas^cannot be said to be objectively present in any work 
oFart or literature. J They are only present in a latent from 
and in the abstract.18 The concrete raw-material o f  poetry

17 C f.  cr w :  i

*T^rr: u —ibid. n .  i.

C f.  also spTsqra W f?cT I

/  / '  ffcur: q srefforr: n — ib id . h i .  47 .

j - y fc f  I—p. 291.
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consists in words and meanings. The former may please or 
pain the ear o f the reader; the latter may instruct or amuse 
his intellect. But it is not for these things that man has 
been taking an abiding interest in the pursuit o f poetry 
down the ages. The reason for this eternal interest and 
universal appeal o f poetry should be sought elsewhere, 
should be sought in man’ s emotional inheritance and his 
emotional behavior. Thus the cause is more subjective 
than objective, but it is not entirely subjective either. 
In that case every work o f  literature, irrespective o f the 
greatness o f  its author ought to please and satisfy the 
reader. It is not so. Only the works o f a few master- 
poets (Maha-kavis) happen to delight the critics o f taste. 
This is because Rasas are inseparably bound up with the 
works o f literature in some way or the other.19 N ow  what 
is the nature o f this relation? How do the concrete words 
and meanings in poetry succeed in becoming the media for 
the transmission o f Rasa ? How does Rasa, an experience 
o f the poet at the first instance, become the critic’s at the 
final stage ?

l-..„ Anandavardhana’s reply to all these questions is em­
bodied in his principle o f Dhvani■ Dhvani is a unique 
power that words and meanings acquire in the province o f 
poetry.20 In ordinary parlance, words have only two types 
o f meaning:— One is the conventional meaning, which is 
standardized by universal acceptance (Sanketitartha or

19 Cf. q *T sFrsqspfTRt "T # ^ c q q -  Loc. cit.
20 Cf. sRftwfr 2/RiTq̂ r i

II—Ibid. I. 4.

Cf. also— I
ffq?r: ll— Ibid. 1 .13.
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Vdcydrtha);  the other is the idiomatic sense in particular 
expressions, sanctioned by usage {L,aksy artha). Even this 
second meaning is but rarely utilized in life, since it is 
resorted to only when the surface-meaning fails to be 
coherent. There is no other import o f words in our com­
mon parlance, and in the language o f science too, these two 
imports serve our purpose quite well. But in literature, 
they will be found to be totally inadequate since the 
purpose o f literature is not mere intelligibility or the edu­
cation o f the reader. These may be there incidentally, but 
its main concern is to evoke certain emotions which are 
universally present in men. T o  accomplish this purpose, 
language in literature takes the assistance o f a new power 
unknown to it in life and this is JDhvani or suggestion. A  
passage in literature is richly suggestive o f the various 
emotions and the critic’s culture and talent are evidenced in 
his ability to catch these subtle suggestions. A  poet’s 
greatness too lies only in the best service he can derive 
from this unique process o f suggestion while he composes 
his work.21 I f  a poet fails to make his poetry suggestive o f 
Rasas, he stands condemned because Rasas cannot be de­
lineated in any other manner, and there is no poetry worth 
the name witout Rasa.22

That is why Anandavardhana affirms categorically that 
Dhvani is the soul o f poetry.23 By admitting the truth of

21 Cf. tftssT: ?T^fS5T¥PTST#fl' I
SRirfVrtift eft 5T«EtTsff II—Ibid. I. 8.

22 C f  m  3  Ibid. p. 291.
C f  also, jftoreg; JT: |

*r II—Ibid. p. 211.c
23 Cf. Ibid. I. 15.
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this statement, the real nature o f poetry will be grasped and 
the supreme importance o f Rasa realised. V The next ques­
tion that arises is whether the principle o f Dhvani is , 
adequate enough to estimate the significance o f Alankara, 
Guna, and the other well-known elements o f poetry. Yes; 

*it is more than adequate. Guided by the principle o f 
Dhvani, we can unerringly decide that Alankaras will act as 
ornaments only so long as they help the even flow o f Rasa 
and the moment they hinder it, they cease to be ornaments 
and act as so many deadweights. When the principle o f 
Rasa as underlying the' adoption o f Gunas is realised, we 
know precisely when the particular Gunas are merits and 
when they cease to be so, nay, when they become positive 
demerits or Dosas. That Gunas are not stable and invari­
able characteristics, but only variable adjuncts, will be 
clearly understood. The same is true o f R ttis, Sanghatana 
and Vrtti too. Thus all the earlier concepts get added 
significance by a clear grasp o f the principle o f Dhvani.

The principle o f Dhvani will be found serviceable in 
another direction also. N o one can deny the fact that all 
works o f  literature are not o f  uniform excellence but admit 
o f varying degrees o f excellence. The earlier concepts o f 
Alankara, Guna, etc. do not help us in the least in detecting 
these degrees o f  excellence. With the principle o f Dhvani, 
it is not so; for Dhvani is not a watertight thing, not 
admitting o f  varieties. The ways o f suggestion are as mani­
fold as they are mysterious. Its best and most delightful 
manifestation is in regard to Rasa, and a poem where Rasas 
are evoked lavishly is bound to belong to the best class o f 
poetry (Dhvani or Uttama-kavya). But there are other ways 
o f suggestion too. Instead o f Rasas being allowed to shine 
out supremely, they may be over-shadowed by verbal skill
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and the poet’s extravagant imagery. Here the intellectual 
appeal gets the better o f emotional appeal and hence we 
may say that it does not belong to the very best class o f 
poetry but to the next-best (Gumbhuta-vyangya or Madhyama- 
kavyd). And o f  course there is the bulk o f literature 
which is the work not o f  first-rate minds but o f third-rate 
poets who mistake the outward glitter and polish o f langu­
age to be the very soul and substance o f poetry. The works 
o f such writers abound in figures o f speech and particularly 
teem with tricks o f metre and style. To say the least, their 
appeal is only pictorial since they are totally devoid o f 
Rasa-Dhvani; and they are to be brought under the category 
o f Citra-kavya.24

N or is it all. So far we have dealt with Dhvani only in 
relation to Rasa. But the domain o f Dhvani is so vast that 
it is difficult to explain all its various manifestations 
schematically. Y et Anandavardhana makes an attempt in 
that direction, knowing full well the difficulty o f his task.25 
^Beauty is an essential quality o f suggestion, and' as such, 
even when there is no suggestion o f Rasa, only suggestion 
o f an otherwise commonplace idea, or suggestion o f an 
otherwise commonplace figure o f speech, causes delight in 
poetry. Vastu-Dhvani and Alankara-Dhvani too, have thus 
an important place in literature; such instances are more

24 Cf. ^Toirricrfa i

^  fatRT II—Ibid. p. 294.
Cf. also I

?t: ?r rra: u—ibid. p. 292.
25 C f  s r w .  i

n—ibid. in. 45.
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beautiful than ordinary commonplace ideas and mechanical 
figures o f speech; but at the same time they are not o f 
course just as beautiful as instances o f Rasa-Dhvani. Yet 
their beauty is nearer that o f Rasa-Dhvani than that of 
commonplace ideas and Alankaras. That is why amongst 
the countless Alankdras, not all are equally delightful and 
pleasing, but only some; and these some (e.g. Samdsokti, 
Aprastuta-PrasaKsd, Parydyokta, etc.) will be found on 
closer examination to contain an element o f suggestion or 
Dhvani. Thus the principle o f  Dhvani will train the judg­
ment o f  the critic properly and guide the activity o f the 
poet in the right direction. In the words o f Anandavardhana 
himself, it is an eye-opener;26 and it is in strict conformity 
with the practice o f the greatest o f poets like Valmlki, 
Vyasa and Kalidasa.27 - \

A t about the beginning o f the ninth century A. D., 
several schools o f literary criticism prevailed in Kashmir. 
And in Anandavardhana’s Dhvanyaloka, we see an attempt 
made for the first time to set forth a theory o f poetry 
assimilating all the essentials found in the various schools, 
and at the same time presenting a new explanation o f all 
the problems. Being a typical product o f that age o f 
polemics, the Dhvanyaloka was written in a contentious and 
argumentative style. Though to an extent the Dhvanyaloka 
accepts the conclusions o f the earlier theorists, it doest not 
go the whole hog with any one o f them. It presupposes 
the modus operandi o f Rasa taught by Bharata and adopts his*

26 cf. iftef i
q ll—Ibid. p. 183.

frreinfatfeft to: ii—ibid. p. 2 1 1 .
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very terminology; but at the same time it considers Rasa 
only in relation to Guna, Alankara, Dosa, and other rhetori­
cal concepts. It implicitly borrows the scheme o f Alankaras 
as taught by Bhamaha and Udbhata, recognises that they 
are beautifying elements in poetry, but introduces one 
condition that they should be in harmony with Rasa. 
Similarly the concepts o f Guna, R iti, Vrtti, and Sanghatana 
are referred to and accepted, subject to the consideration o f  
Rasa-Dhvani. The linguistic analysis o f Grammarians and 
Logicians is adopted only to be modified so as to suit the 
unique nature o f poetry. Other schools o f thought too 
come in only for review. Thus, in its very nature, the 
Dhvanyaloka could not satisfy completely the sentiments of 
any single school o f thought or discipline o f Rhetoric, 
excepting a section o f  literary connoisseurs.28 And instead 
o f  stopping the controversy about literary theories once 
and for all time, it gave a fresh impetus for further discus­
sion with a greater zest.

Commentators on Bharata’s Natya-sastra like Bhatta 
Nayaka wrote elaborate w orks29 to disprove Ananda­
vardhana’ s theory that Rasa is always suggested. Followers 
o f  orthodox disciplines o f  rhetoric like Pratlharenduraja 
tried their best to defend their systems by bringing Dhvani 
under one or another figure o f speech. Logicians like 
Jayantabhatta and Mahimabhatta too joined in the attack 
against the dhyani-thzoty and the latter wrote a long pole­
mical treatise with the only object o f demolishing the 
'doctrine o f dhvani in poetry. Independent writers like

___ / ________
\  p C f .  FfFf Ibid. I. 1.

also srftnssrfafa Vrtti thereon-
29 Cf. The Hrdayadarpaiia.
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Kuntaka sought to show off their greater originality than 
Anandavardhana’s by offering new explanations o f dhvani. 
There were text-book writers like Visvanatha and Jagan- 
natha who took objection to points o f detail in the 
'Dhvanyaloka. That even such an implicit follower o f 
Anandavardhana as Mammata thought it better to avoid, 
the very mention o f dhvani in his definition o f poetry is clear 
enough to show how this controversy had done consider­
able damage to the theory o f  dhvani as formulated by 
Anandavardhana and elaborated by Abhinavagupta.

The effect o f  these criticisms on the subsequent deve­
lopment o f  the Dhvani theory is clearly evidenced in 
Mammata’s masterpiece Kdvya-Prakasa and a host o f later 
works modelled upon it. We may say that Mammata 
almost fixed for all time to come the course along which 
the Dhmni-theoty had to flow by his most systematic and 
perfect treatment o f the various topics o f  Alankara-sastra. 
Following Abhinavagupta, he disproved the criticisms that 

, had been levelled against the Dhvani-^atoiy and demons- 
, trated that it was intrinsically sound. But at the same time 
he did not lose himself in any exaggerated admiration o f 
the Dhvani-theory exclusively.

Anandavardhana had already tackled the problem 
boldly and squarely and given Dhvani a status and a name 
in the realm o f  poetry. The battle o f  words that immedi­
ately followed in the wake o f  the Dhvanyaloka was fast 
subsiding in tempo. And Mammata gave the final death­
blow to the criticisms against Dhvani. The Kavya-prakasa 
put an end to all the controversies that were raging earlier 
about the validity o f the dhvani-theory. In what Mammata 
did, there is nothing much o f  an originality. He only 
paraphrases either Anandavardhana or Abhinavagupta while



giving an exposition o f the Dhvani theory, it But his book 
was so timed that it acquired great publicity and veneration. 
Mammata, who was considered to be a very great authority 
on all branches o f learning, set the seal o f  his authority to 
the Dhvani theory and was eventually able to disarm all 
fastidious criticisms. Mammata at the same time, was care­
ful enough not to start any fresh controversies; this he 
could manage by giving an equal, nay, a greater importance 
even to the traditional concepts o f rhetoric in respect o f 
detailed treatment. In a w7ord, Mammata produced a 
masterpiece o f  a text-book, which people were badly need­
ing and it came to receive so much appreciation that it 
became the fashion to write similar text-books in the period 
that followed.

The natural course for the development o f the Dhvani 
theory was thus hampered in a way. Individual and 
exclusive treatises on the Dhvani-theory like the Dhvanyaloka 
went out o f vogue. In the whole ra n g eo f Sanskrit Poetics 
there is not a second work which exclusively treats o f the 
Dhvani-theotj. Mammata followed the method o f  a text­
book writer, not o f an original thinker. But Mammata’s 
admirers imitated his method slavishly in later years and 
entirely abandoned the noble path set by writers like 
Anandavardhana and Kuntaka. The dhvan i-theory is in­
variably considered in relation to the categories o f Gunas 
and Alankaras in the later works on Sanskrit Poetics. Even 
the amount o f space that Mammata gave to a consideration 
o f the Dhvani-thcotj goes on gradually decreasing until the 
last stage is reached when Alankaras alone, with all their 
divisions and subdivisions, fill the pages o f works on 
Sanskrit Poetics, j  Ruyyaka’s Alankura-sarvasva, Appaya 
Dikshita’s CitramJmamsa and Kuvalaydnanda, Jagannatha’s
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l\</.u/finiiiilclhara and Kesavamisra’s AJankara Kaustubha illus- 
i f h i s  growing tendency to minimise the treatment o f 
I Hmm'i and revel in the subtleties o f Alankaras and 
-adding more to their number. But it is significant to 
n o t e  that all these later writers swear to the all-impoitant 
nature o f Dhvani in theory though in practice they indulge 
o n l y  in the classification, distinction and illustration o f the 
Alankaras. Thus the mighty stream o f Dhvani, which 
started with Anandavardhana was made to run in a narrow 
channel prescribed by Mammata, and the channel went on 
becoming narrower and narrower until at last the waters 
almost dried up in the sands o f  the formidable foray of 
endless Alankaras. We can now conclude this essay with an 
apt quotation from Anandavardhana himself:—-

iJTcfHW iffcf sTRf II
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X

THE CONCEPT OF RASABHASA IN SANSKRIT 
LITERARY THEORY

In popular usage today the term rasdbhasa is almost a 
synonym for bathos. But as a technical term in Sanskrit 
criticism, rascibhasa has specific implications which are 
missed in the popular usage. It is intimately bound up with 
the concept o f rasa, which forms the very bedrock o f 
Sanskrit literary theory; and serves, in a large measure, to 
render explicit aspects o f the latter which are fundamental 
to Sanskrit literary criticism.

I

Bharata is indeed the Aristotle o f India; and it is the 
principle o f rasa which forms the central thread o f his 
countless rules about plot, character and setting in drama. 
His division o f plays into ten kinds and his classifications 
o f heroes and heroines derive directly from his conception 
o f rasa. What Dixon Scott says about the ‘pattern called 
the plot’ in Rudyard Kipling’s novels may be applied with 
equal justice to Sanskrit dramas conforming to Bharata’s 
prescriptions: —

“ The characters spring to attention like soldiers on 
parade; they respond briskly to a certain description, 
they wear a fixed suit o f idiosyncrasies like a uniform. 
A  mind like this must use types and set counters; it 
feels dissatisfied, ineffective, unsafe, unless it can reduce 
the fluid waverings o f character, its flitting caprices 
and twilit desires, to some tangible system. The 
characters o f  such a man will not only be definite;

s
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they will be definitions. His heroes will be courage 
incarnate, his weak men will be unwaveringly w eak; 
and those who are mixed will be mixed mathematically, 
with all their traits clearly related to and explained by 
some neat blend o f blood and race and caste behind. 
They are marked by a strange immobility. They strike 
certain attitudes— and retain them.” 1 

If the heroes in Sanskrit drama are cast in a single mould, 
if they seem to obey a convention removed from the logic 
o f life, i f  they appear to be stowed into the interstices o f a 
pre-arranged design that relies upon their remaining fixed 
quantities, it is because Bharata fixed once for all that 
‘Ndtaka or drama par excellence should present only a ‘high’ 
theme with noble heroes, noble in love, and noble in action. 
Though the dramatic emotions (rasas) were counted as 
eight (or nine), only two— Love (srngara)  and Heroism 
(vtra) — were prescribed as fit angirasas or dominant emo­
tions.2 The reasons which Bharata had in mind in imposing 
such restrictions become clear in the observations o f 
Anandavardhana and Abhinavagupta. Drama should be a 
mirror o f life3— not only o f life actually lived by men (high, 
low and middling), but also o f the highest possibilities o f 
life as imagined by the artist and embodied in his hero. In 
ancient India, literature, philosophy and ethics were all o f a 
piece, and the latter provided the moral ideal which 
literature tried to propagate in its own way through the 
medium o f beauty and delight.4 The recognised values o f

1 Dixon Scott, Men of Letters, p. 58.
2Cf. The well-known dictum: eka eva bhavedangl srngaro vlra eva vd
3Cf. avasthanukrtirnatyam —Bharata.
4Cf. saddcdropadesarupd hi ndtakadigosthl vineyajanahitdrthameva 

munibhiravatdritd-Dhvanjaloka, (Chowkhamba edn.), pp. 398-399.
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life for men at large were three: Dharma (duty in the 
religious, social, individual and moral spheres), Artha 
( material gain in the personal, social and political spheres) 
and Kama (pleasure). Since the last is a value which people 
naturally take to, drama addresses itself to the task o f 
presenting its best and most refined aspects only in the lives 
o f the hero and the heroine. That is why srngdra is des­
cribed as pure (suci), bright (ujjvala), and beautiful 
( darsamya)  by Bharata, and as the sweetest and most deli­
cate (sukumaratara)  emotion by Anandavardhana. The 
slightest touch o f  impropriety ( anaucitya) or vulgarity 
(gramyata) will debase it, as noted even by Dandin, not to 
mention Anandavardhana, in whose opinion there is no 
blemish (dosa)  graver than anaucitya5 in the delineation o f a 
rasa. It is thus clear that a serious drama cannot admit o f 
lower shades o f  love as the dominant emotion (i.e. as seen 
in the principal characters). It is only ‘heroic’ or lofty love 
o f ideal characters, love that can serve as a model for 
humanity, love that can be a means to the ultimate end o f 
dharma, that merits treatment in the hero o f a nataka.

Most Sanskrit dramas have a romantic theme, and 
obey this injunction o f Bharata in their treatment o f love. 
But there are a few, like the Mudraraksasa, which are not 
romantic, which have no place for women as heroines. We 
can expect here, according to Bharata, only heroism ( vTra) 
as the principal emotion— heroism directed to the achieve­
ment o f  some artha or good, temporal or spiritual, personal 
or social. Vjrarasa, in other words, is the sine qua non o f 
na takas mixed, or sometimes unmixed, with high srngdra.

5 Cf. anaucityadrte nanyad rasabhangasya karanam;
‘prasiddhaucitya bandhastu rasasyopanisat para—ibid., p. 330.
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Such a stand shuts out from the principal characters any 
(race o f vulgarity and triviality and leaves no room for 
what is low  and immoral. We find here the sovereignty 
o f the moral value claiming absolute allegiance even from 
the poet and the dramatist. I f  it forbade freedom and 
expansion, it contributed to depth and richness in a way 
unknown to other literatures. Unless the moral back­
ground o f the rasa principle is fully realised, we shall not 
be in a position to follow the concept o f rasdbhasa.

Drama is, o f course, the playground o f many characters 
and many emotions. It has place for low people as well as 
h ig h ; for emotions morally pure as well as impure. What 
is the place o f these emotions (rasa) lower down in the 
scale? The answer becomes simple when we grasp that 
only the dominant emotion o f the principal characters 
(angirasa) is to be ‘high’ or noble. The emotions o f the 
characters ranged against the hero (prati-ndyakas), o f  those 
that occur in the sub-plots (pataka, prakan, etc.J and of 
minor characters like the jester (vidusaka)  may be life-like, 
and even low  or vulgar; yet their artistic value is not 
diminished on that account. There are, thus, two standards 
for judging rasas in a ndtaka. While the artistic standard 
alone is final in judging the anga-rasas or subordinate 
emotions, it must be supplemented by the moral standard 
in appreciating the angi-rasa or primary emotion. The 
former can be many in a play; but the latter can be only 
one. And in the opinion o f Abhinavagupta, the one invari­
able rasa throughout is the heroic (vjra).

What about the many play-goers who crowd the 
theatre only for the sake o f  entertainment? Surely, they are 
not in the least interested in instruction. Should there be no 
recognition o f their demands ? Abhinavagupta anticipates
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this question in his classic o f dramatic criticism, the 
Abhinavabharati, and answers that Bharata has recognised 
many forms o f the drama other than nataka, only as a con­
cession to popular taste. The forms, viz., Prahasana, Bhana, 
and Utsrstikanka, are there only for popular entertainment. 
Here, the principal emotion (angi-rasa) itself may be un­
related to the moral standard. It is enough if  they are 
entertaining (ran]aka).e We have, then, rasas which maybe 
merely entertaining, or which may be both entertaining 
and edifying. The former belong to plays other than nataka, 
when they are dominant; but they may appear in natakas as 
subordinate emotions.

6 The above exposition is based on the following text of Abhinava­
gupta :

V3 \3 O -s O ^ C “v

cT«rrfcr €n: tt? ftsr 1 #fm*rsfq-

T terra w fa , qTfesFRt 5  5T̂ TTT tr  ̂ I t̂ sf cTT  ̂sfftxtep-Jim  

w f t  srifNr'j; 3

= T ^ > T w r> rr^  ^  qrfe^R'tsf'T

gr̂ rifq- r̂refr snrmtiT ?fcrV3 ^
3?Tf: J r̂^SRT r̂rfoRRtTfq' 1 ^

tfrea; jjp r P m t q w w ;,  cr̂ nf'T fr^rf^TR^TT?-
^PrTWft’ftsfq' cT̂ JTTOr cT̂T VRfcT I <t=TN 1 e

3?qfefiT^j-sr^r— vrmreg 

T̂?r T^PTRsmRr:, crer 1 q ^

forcmRrftm, ^  ?tr%  1

—Abhinavabharati on Natyasastra (vol. II. GOS. 1934) p. 451.
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II

In the light o f the above, we might now try to under­
stand the various attempts made by Sanskrit theorists to 
expand the concept o f rasabhasa, i.e., emotion transposed 
or off kev............

The word rasabhasa is conspicuous by its absence in 
the Natyasastra o f Bharata. But Abhinavagupta, in his 
Tuocana, strives to find Bharata’s authority for this concept 
in the expression anukrti, which figures in Bharata’s expla­
nation o f the emotion o f hasya (laughter).7 The words 
anukrti (imitation), amukhyata (subordinate position) and 
abhasa (appearance) are all synonyms to Abhinavagupta.8 
Whenever the emotion o f love (srngara) is poorly imitated 
or misplaced, Bharata has laid down that it will result in 
the comic, or hasya? What is meant by the playwright as 
srngara will turn out to be hasya through improper hand­
ling. Abhinavagupta does not question this. But he 
recognises srngarabhasa as an intermediary stage between 
srngara and hasya; and observes that Bharata too anticipates 
it in his theory o f hasya. The following is an example cited 
by Abhinavagupta to make his point clear:

^  n  cnrrfaT jttct 

^T^F^rRf'T STCTfcf T̂T r̂fP-lfa m  fe?TT I

^TPTsicr jfsr n
( Quoted also in Kavydnusasana, p. 123 [N. S. Edn.])

7 Cf. ‘srngdranukrtiryd tu hdsyah’ —quoted in the Locana, pp. 
178-79.

8Cf. anukrtiramukyata abhasa iti hyeko’ rthah— Loc. cit.
9 Cf. srngdraddhi bhaved hdsyah —Bharata.
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The above presents Ravana madly in love with Slta. 
From the point o f  view o f Ravana it is srngara all right. 
His emotion is deep and his longing acute. The audience 
too enjoy it as srngara at first, when they see it acted on the 
stage. But they soon realise its one-sided nature, and their 
moral judgement disapproves o f it. Thereafter, Ravana’s 
further overtures fail to enlist their sympathy and only 
excite their laughter. Their earlier enjoyment o f Ravana’s 
love is none the less true; but it cannot be pure srngara; nor 
can it be hasya, though it serves as a cause o f hasya at a 
later stage. What is the rasa then? Abhinavagupta’s 
answer is that it is not any rasa at all, but only a semblance 
or illusion (abhasa)  o f rasa. Loosely, one might call it 
srngara-rasa; but technically it would be incorrect. It 
deserves to be reckoned only as srfigara-rasabhasa. The 
circumstances where pure love can spring are not present 
here in their entirety. There is mad desire on the part o f 
Ravana, who does not even pause to consider whether the 
woman likes him or no. True love ( rati)  can spring only 
after making sure o f a favourable response from the woman. 
The audience thus see ratyabhasa in Ravana, not rati; the 
excitants he experiences thus appear to the audience only as 
vibhavabhasas. Hence, their delight ( carvana)  cannot be 
anything more than carvanabhasa. Therefore, the designa­
tion srngara-rasahhasa will help us to distinguish it from 
instances o f genuine srngara. Though anaucitya (impropriety) 
occurs, it does not become a blemish, because it does not 
affect the principal emotion, being located only in the 
villain and remaining but an angarasa. The same is true 
o f other rasas too, when impropriety enters into their 
treatment. Improper vira, for instance, will only be
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vjriibhffsa.10 But Abhinavagupta does not offer specific 
illustrations o f these. Moreover, the degree o f  impropriety 
in rasabhasa is not so great as in the jumbling o f diametri­
cally opposed emotions like love and apathy. It is almost 
a replica o f rasa, but for a slight deficiency. The deficiency 
is so slight that it produces the illusion o f a full-fledged 
rasa for the moment, even like the illusion o f silver pro­
duced by a shining shell. It will be found that the question o f 
impropriety, at least in the case o f srngara, involves moral 
besides literary judgment.

I l l

Before Abhinavagupta, the only writer on poetics who 
finds occasion to refer explicitly to the concept o f rasabhasa

10 K/V/6\.,.3frf%̂ T srfrft prrfq în T*ft, sjrfjprrfw
*TR:, crenrra:, *ftaPTT I ITSrf'T ^

fTPT:’ ?fcT ^TT?T I rT̂nf'T
n̂iTTfwRT 5pfrf?r:, 5

?rrf% 1 s^ ttc h tr t
1

. . .  3T̂  3 1 ^  HT% Tfcf: ?«TTfâ pftsf?gr 1
îTprrat fk ?t: 1 «o

sffcroftrftq1 h 1 *i%q; 1 ?r ^
Presto fcr ^nr^rFif^ra; 1 sr̂ r ^  ^m ra^r 

^Fcft TSRrnmpsra; 1 trcr̂ r 
STtpsTHt ^f^fq- tffrcPTTfT I 3TT+TTH I
3TcT t̂ Tpfr̂ TC T̂ Tcnf̂ Ssfq- 5J?iTTT5I5̂ T m  i=m

. . .  ir?T 3 f̂ vn̂ T̂ T5TT5'̂ T¥rrHr?̂ ?T?r f^TT^rr^^qnTrar 
?fer fa*pr: 1

—Locana, pp. 78-79; and pp. 177-179.
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is Anandavardhana. His predecessors, like Bhamaha, 
Dandin and Vamana, do not refer to it though they include 
rasas and bhdvas generally under some o f  their alankaras 
(sources o f charm). In Anandavardhana’s new scheme, 
emotions in general (cittavrtti-visesas)  may either form the 
main substance (pradhana vaky artha) o f  poetry, when they 
make for dhvani or first-rate poetry; or may play a sub­
ordinate role, making way for other emotions, when they 
make rasavad-alankara on the analogy o f other alankdras. 
T he function o f all alankdras in poetry is to serve as 
effective instruments (angas) or channels for the suggestion 
o f emotions which alone form the ultimate substance of 
first-rate poetry. When the latter are subordinate, and 
alankdras begin to serve as ends in themselves, poetry 
becomes second-rate. When the suggested emotions are 
entirely absent— such a possibility, however, is very remote 
since no expression can be entirely free from emotional 
association— poetry assumes the shape o f pictorial acrostics 
( citra)  and, strictly speaking, ceases to be poetry, though 
classed as third-rate poetry as a concession to the taste o f 
pedants. In such a scheme, the function o f alankdras in 
good poetry is not underrated; only the over-rating o f their 
importance is avoided. Alankdras remain the most effective 
instruments to serve the end and aim o f poetry, viz. 
emotion. But the emphasis on the end ensures that the 
means should never invite exclusive attention o f the poet at 
the cost o f the end. With this consciousness actively 
present in the poet, all alankdras become truly alankdras o f 
dhvani, the soul o f poetry, and not just outward embellish­
ments o f its body.

The above discrimination is fundamental to the new 
literary theory formulated by Anandavardhana, who divides



all alankaras into natural (sahaja) and artificial (duskara). 
Repeated rhymes (yamakas)  and alliterative effects (anu- 
prdsas), too many puns and paradoxes, are sure signs o f 
artificiality, and these cannot, therefore, serve as free 
instruments (angas)  o f  the emotions ( rasas)  intended to be 
portrayed by the poet. It is in this connection that Ananda­
vardhana observes that this rule has an exception in the 
case o f rasSbhasas or emotions transposed, which usually 
are on a par with the rasas themselves. Even the use o f 
artificial figures is permissible in the case o f rasabhasas. 
While only natural figures are instruments o f rasas in general, 
and its best variety, viz., srngara, in particular, both natural 
and artificial figures may become instruments o f rasabhasa.u  
One is struck throughout by Anandavardhana’s special 
predilection for srngara-rasa,12 and it may not be far from 
the truth to guess that he perhaps had only srngarabhasa in 
mind when he talked o f rasabhasa.

IV

Mammata follows faithfully, in his Kavyaprakasa, 
the tradition he inherited from the Dhvani theorists when 
he describes rasabhasa as arising out o f impropriety 
(anaucityaJ.13 He too contents himself with illustrating
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II —Dhvanyaloka, p. 222.

12 Cf. Karika II 7 and the expression “dhvanyatmabhute srngdre” 
which recurs in Karikas II, 11, 15, and 17.

™Loc. cit. IV. 13.
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only srngarabhasa in just one verse.14 The poet, perhaps 
unintentionally, leads the reader to think that the beauty, to 
whom the verse is meant as a compliment, has more than 
one lover. This suggestion smacks o f impropriety and 
renders the verse only an abhasa o f  srngara. Mammata does 
not enumerate any divisions o f srngarabhasa, which his 
commentators discuss at length.15

V

Bhoja, in his Sfngara-prakasa, brings out penetratingly 
the implications o f Bharata and explains only srngarabhasa,ie 
He recognises three aspects o f rasa:—

(1) Fully developed (prakrsfa) in the principal hero, 
and hence pervading a work as a whole.

(2) Partially developed in the work, being confined 
to minor characters, and hence as good as bhava 
( bhavarupa ).

(3) Apparent (abhasa)  in as much as it is applied to 
lower animals, villains, etc.17

14 ETRTfST, SfJPTfa f̂ FTT ?T ^
w,: srnnT'T, w nsnm  if IV -o c

STTfT: STfjT’rfe', 5FTTf^T%

15These divisions were first noticed by Bhoja as we shall see in 
the next section.

16 This may be due to the fact that in his system srngdra is the 
only rasa of which others are but variations.

17 — cri'TTf^^TiTVT r̂r^Ht w - srira::, srwRTJrsr 1 m  
m 'WsmTsqrf'TJT: cmfesT tr̂  faqq- 5TPT?T ?T |

if q H ^TT ’̂T: I

—Raghavan, ‘Bhoja’s Srngaraprakdsa’, Vol. I, Pt. II, p. 499.



He also adds that, just as fire may be o f different kinds, 
earthly, heavenly, gastric etc., rasa too is o f different kinds, 
bhava, rasa, abhasa etc.18 He is aware o f anaucitya also.19 
But most important is that he mentions here for for the first 
time how love in lower animals leads to rasabhasa,20 This, 
as we shall presently see, became the starting point for later 
discussions.

In his other work, the Sarasvatikanthabharava, Bhoja 
gives a fourfold classification o f srngarabhasa%1 with illus­
trations for each:

(1) Subsisting in low  characters (hinapatra), e.g.,

fa fan ror? <TPRt T R fe  I 

fef? g-JTFRt zpi[Tr 11 22Q -o o »
In midwinter, the rustic is described here as buying 

sweet berries after selling his bullock, bewitched as he is by 
the shapely bosom o f the black beauty who is selling them.

(2) Subsisting in lower animals (tiryaksu), e.g.,
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18 Op. cit. p. 530.
19Loc. cit.
20i.e. Srngdrabhdsa.

21 s ta T m  farcsr frnr^srf^ftPiq' i'•S. *0 o o

FTirr̂ Tr# n (V. 30.)o

Op. cit. (K. M. Edn., 1925) p. 477.

22 The verse is from Gdthdsaptasati of Hala, III 38. The reading 
adopted here is the one given by Narendraprabhasuri in his 
Alankdra-mahodadhi. He quotes Bhoja copiously (vide-op. cit. 
GOS, 1942, pp. 198-99). The chdya is .—



126 Essays in Sanskrit Literary Criticism

'Trsrfesr ^ rrq ;  ^  i

^ r a f R r  s » r  ^ | 3TcfrrT ii 23

A  cow’s singular good fortune in love is applauded 
here as she is seen scratching the corner o f  her eye happily 
with the horn o f  the naughtiest bull in the fold.

(3) Subsisting in villains (nayaka-pratijogisu) e .g., 
Ravana’s passionate overtures to Slta.

(4) Subsisting in personified (insentient) objects 
(gaunesu), e.g.,

f m ' w r f ^ r i  m H  1

I 24

The rainy season and the Vindhya mountain are here 
personified as heroine and hero in love. The fresh-green 
grasses are metaphorically spoken o f as the hairs o f the hero 
standing on end in his joyful union with the heroine; and, 
by a pun, the clouds become identified with the heroine’s 
bosom.

23 The Sanskrit chaya is :— 
snsfcr tfhrpRT *T3T q̂ Tcr i

11
—Sarasvatikaiithdbharana, p. 494.

24 The Sanskrit rendering is :—

Tift-c ^
sRTWTr srfarfaft II (Loc. cit.)



This last variety is indeed very popular among Sanskrit 
ids, including Valmiki and Kalidasa, who generally 

describe nature in human terms. Though Bhatti’s example 
of rasavad-alankara in his epic poem is o f this type,25 
ilicorists like Bhamaha and Dandin do no appear to have 
included them under rasavad-alankara, since they bring 
them under other alankaras like samasokti ( implied meta­
phor). Anandavardhana is, therefore, at pains to establish 
that they are not void o f a dominant rasa and deserve to be 
ranked on a par with rasa-dhvani and not on a par with 
alankaras like samasokti,26 The beauty o f  poetic passages, 
where nature is endowed with human emotions,— as in 
descriptions o f a river, a creeper, an elephant etc., by the 
mad Pururavas in the Vikramorvasija—  lies primarily in 
their emotional content, and not in the device o f personi­
fication (acetane cetanatvaropa). In the figure o f samasokti, 
however, the device itself strikes us as more charming. 
A ll the same, it is clear that such passages cannot merit 
consideration as real rasas, since real emotions are possible 
only in the case o f human beings. They can only be 
regarded as pseudo-nm r or rasabhasas. N ow , this is a 
significant clarification by Bhoja, for the first time, o f  a 
subtle point implicit in the dhvani theory. Unfortunately, 
none o f the later writers took note o f this important con­
sideration in their treatment o f the concept o f rasabhasa,

25 For a fuller discussion on this point, vide- the present writer’s 
“The Riddle of Rasa in Sanskrit Poetics” .

26 For a complete account of this view vide- the present writer’s 
English translation of the Dhvanyaloka (OBA., Poona, 1955) 
p. 11 ff.

The Concept of Rasdbhasa in Sanskrit Literary Theory 127



128 Essays in Sanskrit Literary Criticism

■except two Jaina authors, Hemacandra and Narendra- 
prabhasuri. Though little known for originality, the 
latter gives some o f the best examples o f this variety o f 
rasabhasa in his work Alankura-mahodadbi (p. 198). They 
.are:—

-V o  'N

T s p f t w  w r  1 1 2 7o o
Here we have the abhasa o f  sambhoga-irngura between 

the N ight and the Moon.

2 . forcrc^spt:: i 
3if> crarfq- w r :  1 1 28

We have here the abhasa vipralambha-srngara between 
Day and Twilight. Though a stray writer’s opinion, 
readers will see that this is a logical corollary o f the axioms 
o f  the dhvani theory; and Ehoja deserves the credit o f being 
the first writer to point it out. Although, in the context 
in which they occur, such verses can only have primacy o f 
vacyartha or beautiful moonrise, sunset, etc., and hence can 
be classed technically only as alankaras, yet when appre-

27 Kumarasambhava, VIII, 63 quoted by Vamana in his Kavyalan- 
karasutravrtti an an example of a compound figure—utpreksavayava-

28 Quoted also in the Dhvanyaloka, under I, 13; but as a figure of 
speech. Abhinavagupta opines that it may be samasokti ( if 
Bhamaha’s view be adopted) or aksepa (if Vamana’s view be fol­
lowed); quoted also by Kuntaka, Mammata, Hemacandra, etc.
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* i.hmI as wuktakas or self-contained lyrical gems, they 
<l> serve to be reckoned only as rasabhasas,29

V I
After Bhoja, the only major writer who gives us new 

thought on the subject is Saradatanaya. Unlike Bhoja and 
oil lers who were busy only with the varieties o f srngarabhasa, 
Saradatanaya bestows attention also on abhasas o f rasas 
oilier than srngara.30 He feels that as srngara turns out to 
be srngarabhasa by the interaction o f hasya, so other rasas 
like vTra too become abhasas by their mingling with in­
compatible rasas. The disproportionate mixture o f hasya 
with bibhatsa, o f vira with bhayanaka, o f  adbhuta with 
hjbhatsa and karma, o f raudra with soka and bhaya, o f karma 
with hasya and srngara, o f  bhayanka with raudra and vira, 
results respectively in the abhasas o f the hasya, vira, adbhuta, 
raudra, karma and bhayanaka rasas.31

This writer points out that actions o f characters 
involved in unreciprocated love (e.g., Surpanakha wooing 
llama) become comic and thus result in love transposed. 
Similarly, the intrusion o f filth and blood will spoil hasya 
and render it hasyabhasa. I f  one were to brag heroically

29 An equally charming illustration cited by Hemacandra is the 
following verse of Kalidasa (Meghaduta, I. 30):—

%'rftoaraRpref^T f^*r:C\ O

cT 5JT3=3JTRft
f a i w  s  cMhftqw: 11

30 Saradatanaya says that he is only summarising the view of 
Kalpavalli. Who the author of this work is cannot be ascertained
J10VV.

31 Bhdvaprakasana (GOS) pp. 132-3.

7
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before women (like Uttara in the Mahabharata) and take to 
his heels at the very sight o f the battle-field, it is vTrabhasa. 
Bloody spectacles will spoil the emotion o f adbhuta. I f  a 
terribly heroic character, sworn to revenge, suddenly 
begins to tremble and weep, we get raudrabhasa. I f  a 
sorrowing person were to indulge in love and laughter, it 
is a case o f karmabhasa. A  repulsive person’s love for a 
beautiful woman is bibhats abhasa. When a man in fear 
begins to talk heroic language, the result is bhayanakabhasa. 
Thus, in all instances, Saradatanaya finds a mixture o f 
incompatible emotions. They all have the ridiculous effect 
in common. But from the standpoint o f the main emotion 
which is caricatured, it comes to be termed abhasa. Which 
rasa is the main in a particular context, can be decided by 
looking at its priority in appearance, or emphasis in 
treatment.32 This view deserves to be regarded as a signi­
ficant contribution to the thought on rasabhasa.

The above view o f  rasabhasa is quoted with approval 
by Singabhupala in his Rasarnava-sudhakara. He gives the 
telling analogy o f an unscrupulous minister who usurps all 
royal powers so that the king remains no more than a 
figurehead; so also in a literary work an angarasa might 
assume disproportionate importance and overshadow the 
atigirasa.33

VII

The second variety o f srngarabhasa noted by Bhoja in 
his Sarasvatikanthabharana, viz., that subsisting in lower 
animals, provoked some criticism from medieval writers on

32 Op. cit. pp. 133-4.
™lbid. (TSS) p. 202.
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S'.uiskvit poetics. The best illustrations for this variety are 
provided by Kalidasa in his description o f  the effects o f 
spring on the animal and plant world in his Kumarasambhava 
III, which are quoted by more than one writer34:—

m  TIT f w  I

W T W  ^  II 35c. C C\
'Ibis is a fine description o f  the bee’s love.

-v \D C\ O
3fFTr t t o j r p t f  1136O N

Mere we have the love-life o f the elephant and the cakra- 
vaka bird.

m  w r w R F r r f a  n 37c\ o
This portrays love between creepers and trees.

On the analogy o f  this, the emotions o f  lower animals 
and rustics (hinapatra or mleccha), etc., recognised by Bhoja 
as the first variety o f srngarabhasa, were being regarded as 
ineligible to the status o f rasa. The first writer who voices 
an effective protest is Vidyadhara, the author o f Ekavati. 
He argues strongly in favour o f their being regarded as 
rasas, and attempts to refute Bhoja’s theory. The following 
is his argum ent:

34 E.g., by Visvanatha in his Sahityadarpana, Narendraprabhasuri 
in his Alankaramahodadhi, and Singabhupala in his Rasarnava- 
sudhakara.

35 Kumarasambhnva III. 36.
3« Ibid., III. 37.
w Ibid ., III. 39.
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Lower animals, too, can become vibhavas etc. (objects 
o f emotion reacting to emotional stimuli) and are, 
therefore, entitled to the experience o f rasa. It might 
be argued that they are not conscious o f vibhava, etc., 
like human beings, and are hence unfit to have rasa.

But not all human beings either are conscious o f 
emotions. The emotions o f such uncultured persons 
will also become rasabhasa; and this is not acceptable. 
The possibility o f partaking in emotion is enough to 
justify rasa; and conditions like conscious participation 
are uncalled for.38
Some late commentators o f Mammata’s text, like 

Bhimasena Diksita, think that Bhoja’s view is opposed to 
that o f Mammata and so attempt to refute it with similar 
arguments. Bhimasena observes39:—

In the case o f lower animals, etc., we have only rasa 
and no rasabhasa, since no impropriety is involved. 
Otherwise, our author (Mammata) would not have 
pointed out the emotion o f fear (bhayanaka) in verses 
like grlvabhangabhiramam.40

38 'sttt 3 Tsnmr fcrrer i gr?r i fcprmfe-S3

tfWRT 1 =T TTT3R

•O O > C\ O ^

f^reifstfvretsfq- srfcT fsprreTferppr i
T*T ?fcT I— Quoted by Singabhupala, Ibid., p. 206.

c^ftj^TRRTsRT I SSfcT crfrPFTTt — ’* c *>.
fcrcfcmcprr . . .  ssrsifrc i

—Sudhasagara (Chowkhamba edn., p. 169.)

40 Abh ijndna-Sdkuntala, I; quoted in Kdvyaprakasa IV.
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I wen Jagannatha appears to agree with this criticism, 
sitkv lie does not illustrate this variety o f rasabhasa at all in 
his l< tisagaiigadhara.41

VIII

Bhoja, however, found a very staunch adherent in 
S'irigabhupala who ably silences these critics, derisively 
designated by him as mleccharasavadins. He says:—

It is wrong to hold that the lower animals can serve 
as vibhavas; for Bharata has laid down that, in srngara, 
only persons bright, pure and handsome, can serve as 
vibhavas. N o one can attribute these characteristics to 
the lower creatures. I f  it be argued that, in their case, 
behaviour natural to them is enough for constituting 
their vibhavatva, this is refuted on the ground that 
vibhavatva consists, not in animal nature, which can be 
called karma (cause) at the most, but in such love as 
can afford joy to cultured critics. The next argument, 
that love o f uncultured persons too would then cease 
to be rasa, is in fact no criticism, but only a statement 
o f our own position.42

i l lb id ., p. 119 ff.
42 h cTT̂ cf ff  5rf%7ft

TrfcpTT f̂ TT̂ R̂ TTKTRRT I fa

 ̂ fewtRi, srfa 3 ^RrMiT-
I =5T favtreTforpf fa  fr

zrrf̂ cr 1 frff ?f?r
%?, to 1

—Rasdrnavasudhakara, p. 206.
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Vidyanatha in his Prataparudrlya, and Abhinava 
Kalidasa in his Nanjaraja-yasobhusSna adopt this view o f 
Slingabhupala without any discussion. They state in a 
nutshell that the rasa's, srngara, vTra, raudra, and adbhuta, 
are at their best only when subsisting in extraordinary 
heroes; and become caricatured into dbhasas when portrayed 
in coarse characters.43

IX

There is one stray writer who holds the extreme view 
that rasabhasa is a dosa, or downright blemish. It is 
Amrtananda-yogin, the author o f alankura-sangraha. He 
quotes a highly erotic verse from Kalidasa’s Kumarasambhava, 
viz., VIII 1 8, as an example as rasabhasa and adds that the 
description smacks o f obscenity, as a description o f  the 
amours o f one’s own parents.44 Both Anandavardhana 
and Mammata had noticed this kind o f  anaucitya (impro­
priety) as a rasadosa, but they had not specifically brought 
it under the class o f  rasabhasa, because while the dosa is 
primarily repulsive to cultured taste, the abhasa is not, and 
might be quite appealing in spite o f the impropriety. 
The impropriety o f dosa is thus different in kind from the 
impropriety involved in abhasa, and this discrimination is 
wanting in the account o f  Amrtanandayogin.

jftfqcft m: 11
—Pratdparudra-yasobhusana, (BSS), p. 227; Nanjaraja-yasobhusana 

(GOS)p. 38.

44 I
—Alamkarasangraha (Adyar) p. 90.
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X

Govinda, the author o f Pradtpa, a commentary on the 
Knvyaprakasa, and Jagannatha speak o f rasabhasas other 
than srngarabhasa even as arising out o f the impropriety 
involved primarily in alambana-vibhavas, or characters, and 
illustrate them as fo llow s:—

When a preceptor, saint etc., is made the source o f 
laughter, when pity is portrayed with reference to a 
hermit, when heroism and anger are directed against 
parents etc., when fear is delineated in a mighty hero, 
when disgust is described in instances o f  sacred animal 
sacrifice, when wonder is attributed to spectacles o f 
magic and when tranquillity is developed in base 
characters—  we get abhasas o f emotions like hasya, 
karuna, etc.45 Such emotions may be looked upon as 
transposed or misapplied emotions, which have their 
place in the portrayal o f subordinate characters in 
literary works.

X I

Rasabhasas, thus, lie midway between noble senti­
ments and their comic degradation. They represent an 
intermediate stage between the sublime and the ridiculous. 
While such impropriety would mar the serious emotions

5 ............ sffaTFTrarsnTcPTT
f'TWT'y

J-q r| ̂  in ^ ^ T , ^T,J3T^Tf?,TcR%'T

i
Kdvyapradipa  (KM Edn.) p. 93; cf. Rasagangddhara (KM Edn.) 
p. 123.
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when developed in the major characters,46 it nonetheless 
becomes a virtue in the portrayal o f minor characters. The 
concept o f rasabhasa  thus provides us rare glimpses into 
Indian aesthetics and literary criticism. The region in 
which the Indian poet wins his widest, if not his hardest, 
triumph is one which John Morley significantly calls ‘the 
region o f the noble commonplace’ . What he says of 
Shakespeare can be applied with equal truth to Kalidasa: 

“ His popularity with the many is not due to those 
finer glimpses that are the very essence o f all poetic 
delight to the few, but to his thousand other magni­
ficent attractions, and above a l l . . .  to the lofty or 
pathetic setting with which he vivifies not the 
subtleties or refinements, but the commonest and most 
elementary traits o f the commonest and most ele­
mentary human moods.” 47
The Indian concept o f rasa, with its counterpart in 

rasabhasa, illustrates the truth o f this remark and serves as 
a guide-post for the appreciation o f Sanskrit classics.

46 But Rupagosvamin, Kavi Karnapura and other later represen­
tatives of Bengal Vaisnavism raised even rasabhasa in the eroticism 
of Srikrsna and Gopis to the rank of the- highest srngdra:

Cf. 2TSFJTZT 'TTtSTJrtfftfa: I

—Quoted in Alankara-kaustubha, (V.R.S. edn.), p. 133.

This was objected to by traditionalists like Jagannatha. These 
have been left out of consideration here since they have been fully  
discussed by Prof. S. P. Bhattaeharya in his article on Rasabhasat 
in the Calcutta Oriental Journal, Vol. II , p. 246 £, and gloss on 
Alaihkara-Kaustubha, pp. 127-8, and 131-36.

47 J. Morley, Critical Miscellanies, Vol. I., p. 206.



XI

A NOVEL VIEW OF MAHIMABHATTA: ON THE  
PLACE OF METRE IN POETRY

Mahimabhatta’s Vyaktiviveka has not received the 
attention it deserves from writers on Alankarasastra. While 
mention is often made o f  Mahimabhatta’s polemical and 
peremptory peregrinations in the realm o f dialectics, his 
positive contributions to Indian literary criticism have 
been left either unnoticed or underestimated. Nevertheless- 
it remains a fact that a student who boldly ventures into 
the wide wilderness o f Mahimabhatta’s headstrong and 
hypercritical argumentation, will be more than rewarded 
for all his troubles. For, some o f the observations in the 
Vyaktiviveka are quite as significant as they are strikingly 
novel. In the present paper, it is proposed to invite the 
attention o f scholars to one such original and significant 
view o f Mahimabhatta. In passing, a reference will be 
made also to another illuminating observation o f his in 
connection with the propriety o f  samiisas in poetry. The 
main view  discussed here, centres round the importance or 
otherwise o f mechanical conformance to given metrical 
patterns in literary judgment.

The view that laws o f metre are inviolable in poetry 
and that the slightest transgression o f them on the poet’s 
part will be tantamount to a most serious dosa or blemish, 
is a long established credo not only with writers on Metrics 
but also with Sanskrit rhetoricians. And it acquires added 
strength from the practice o f poets themselves, who are 
generally not open to the charge o f  metrical deficiency, 
notwithstanding their innumerable other omissions, perhaps
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more significant.1 While it is true that mechanical perfec­
tion to metre is not an undesirable check on the bouncing 
pagassus o f poetic imagination, the fact cannot be for­
gotten that true genius will never allow itself to be 
cabined and cribbed by any external stranglehold. O f 
course no poet worth his name would try to ride rough­
shod over all canons o f Grammar and Metre simply to show 
off bis licentia vatum; nevertheless, poetic solecisms in 
grammar and lapses in metre are far too common to 
escape notice. D o  they deserve unqualified censure by 
literary critics? That is the point at issue. Conservative 
critics o f the traditional school had no doubts at all regard­
ing this question. As their foremost representative we may 
see Dandin who dogmatically declares that bhinnavrtta or a 
lapse in metre is one o f the most execrable blemishes ( esa 
dosassminditah)  that can taint a work o f literature.2 Nor

1 Cf. Mallinatha’s remarks while attempting to explain away Kali­
dasa’s usage, Viz., dutikrtamargadarsanah in Raghuvamsa, X IX , 
23:—

atra mbantasyapi dutlsabdasya cchandobhangabhayaddhrasvatvam 
krtam, ‘api masam masam kurydcchandobhangaiTi tyajedgiram,’ 
ityupademt.
2 Cf. varndndm nyiinatddhikye gurulaghvayathdsthitih j

tatra tadbhinnavrtlam syadesa dosassuninditah jj
— Kdvyddarsa, III, 156 

Cf. also Vamana’s Kavydlankarasutravrtti, II, ii, 1.
Equally strong are the remarks of Bhamaha on solecisms in 

Grammar:
sarvatha padamapyekam na nigadyamavadyavat / 
vilaksmand hi kavyena dussuteneva nindyate //

— Kdvyalankara, I, ii 
and bhinnavrtta is counted by him also as a dosa.



was this view  restricted only to the ancient school o f 
rhetoricians; for even Mammata, a writer belonging to the 
neo-school o f criticism, shares it whole-heartedly.3

It is against this background that we have to read the 
remarks o f Mahimabhatta to realise their refreshing origi­
nality and importance. In the opinion o f Mahimabhatta, 
all blemishes can be brought under the general head o f 
anaucitya or Impropriety which, once again, is two-fold in­
asmuch as it is either essential or intrinsic ( artha or 
antaranga-anaucitya)  or merely mechanical and extrinsic 
( sabda- or bahiranga-anaucitya). In literary judgment, Impro­
priety can have reference only to the checks and hindrances 
upon the smooth delineation o f rasa or sentiment and rasas 
are marred directly by antaranga anaucitya whereas indirectly 
by bahiranga-anaucitya. As Anandavardhana had already 
dealt in detail with the first class o f anaucitya, Mahimabhatta 
does not like to go over the same ground. Surprising as 
it might seem, he records his complete agreement with the 
observations o f Anandavardhana on this subject4 and pro­
ceeds to take up the latter only for purposes o f detailed 
exposition. A t the outset he declares that sabda-anaucitya is 
fivefold: Vidheydvimarsa, Kramabheda, Prakramabheda, 
Paunaruktya and Vdcydvacana and adds in the same breath 
this illuminating statement:—
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3 Vide the Kavyaprakasa, ch. VII. Instead of bhinnavrtta he em­
ploys the expression hatavrtta.

4 Cf. tatra vibhdvdnubhdvavyabhicdrindmayathdyatham rasesu yo 
viniyogah tanmdtralaksanamekamantarangamddyairevoktamiti neha 
pratanyate. — Vyaktiviveka, p. 144 (Kashi Edn.)

For a detailed account of Anandavardhana’s treatment of 
anaucityadosa, Vide my paper bearing the same title published in the 
Festschrift presented to Sri K.M. Munshi, Bharatiya Vidya, Vol. IX .
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duhsravatvamapi vrttasya sabddnaucityameva; tasyd-
pyanuprdsuderiva rasdnugunyena pravrtteristatvdt.
Kevalam vdcakatvdsrayametanna bhavatiti na tattulya-

5

(Even jarring metre really deserves to be classed as verbal 
impropriety only inasmuch as it is admitted that the 
purpose o f Metre also happens to be the same as the other 
external elements o f  poetry, viz., serviceability towards the 
evoking o f sentiments. It has, however, not been included 
in the above classification as it does not depend solely on 
sabdas.)

What needs special attention here is the expression: 
vrttasya duhsravatvam. Mahimabhatta is not here toeing the 
line with the ancients because a duhsrava-vrtta is not the 
same as a bhinnavrtta or a hatavrtta. While the latter refers 
to any and every technical deficiency in respect o f con­
formance to a fixed metrical pattern, the latter has reference 
only to the grating or discordant notes that jar on the 
cultured ear. According to Mahimabhatta, then, it is not 
so much a metrical lapse that becomes a real blemish in 
poetry, but rather cacophony which may occur often in 
metrically correct passages also. In other words, it is the 
trained ear alone which can decide whether a given passage 
is clothed in proper metre or otherwise; not the science o f 
Metrics.

Mahimabhatta’s viewpoint is brought out still more 
vividly in connection with his proposed emendation o f 
Kalidasa’s verse:

5 Vyaktiviveka, p. 152.



srastannitambudavalambamana 
punah punah kesarapuspakahcimj 
nydstkrtdm sthunavidd smarena 
dvitiya maurvjmiva karmukasyaj/6 

That samasas always involve considerations o f primary 
and secondary importance o f the constituent members is 
another significant doctrine o f Mahimabhatta. According 
to him, this consideration o f prddhdnyetarabhdva which is 
only o f logical and technical interest in the matter o f 
grammatical explanation o f the compound words, acquires 
infinite significance in the realm o f poetry, because it is only 
in poetry that the full significance o f words is very deli­
berately exploited and manipulated by the poets so as to 
serve their poetic requirements. In ordinary parlance or 
scientific writing, the use o f compounds without any 
special regard to the pradhdnya or otherwise o f the indi­
vidual membeis may be permitted so long as there is no 
loss to sense, though there is bound to be some loss to 
significance. But in poetry, such a loss becomes unpardon­
able because its very essence lies in the rich significance 
attached to every word, nay, every member o f a compound 
even. Thus in a tatpurusasamdsa the idiom o f the language 
demands that the first member be rendered secondary in 
importance and convey the pradhdnya o f the second member 
only. And if a poet seeks to emphasise the first idea as 
well as the second, it is his duty to avoid a samasa at all 
costs. In the example from Kalidasa cited above, the poet 
is trying to offer a striking parallel to the kesarapuspakancT 
which Parvatl is wearing through the expression dvitiya- 
maurvimiva found in the second line; as such, the emphatic 
picture o f the dvitiyatva o f maurvi must get equal emphasis,

6Kumdrasambhava, III, 55.
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which it does not get as the first member o f a samasa. 
Hence Mahimabhatta desires that the word should be 
emended into maurvim dvitiyam in the text so that the em­
phatic significance o f  the word as a parallel to kancT be 
preserved intact. The altered reading would violate the 
demands o f metre according to Mahimabhatta as there 
would be a mixing up o f  Indravajra and Upendravajra metres 
without any system. In the first half o f  the verse, we have 
Indravajra in the first line and Upendravajra in the second 
line. In view o f rigorous symmetry, we would expect a 
similar combination in the second half also, i.e. o f Indra­
vajra in the third line and Upendravajra in the fourth. While 
the reading dvitTyamaurvim would satisfy this condition, the 
proposed reading maurvim dvitiyam will not. But Mahima­
bhatta asserts that one need not be too touchy about mere 
mechanical symmetry so long as there is no offence to the 
ear. His own words are:

na caivam vrttabhangasanka karya, tasya sravyatva- 
matralaksanatvat; tadapeksayaiva Vasantatilakadaviva 
gurvantataniyamasya sakarnakairatrdpyanadrtatvat. 
at a eva yamahdnuprdsayoriva vrttasydpi sabdalankara- 
tvamupagatamasmdbhih.7

7 A perusal of the available treatises on Metrics, however, shows 
that the verse in question is written in the Upajati-vrtta which can 
include according to theory all the fourteen possible interminglings 
of the Indravajra and Upendravajra, feet. Thus understood, even the 
suggested reading of Mahimabhatta will not spoil the accuracy of 
the Upajati-vrtta. This may lead us to think that in practice the 
poets observed some principle, unrecorded though, in the mingling 
of feet of these two metres. But this conjecture also is falsified by 
the practice of Kalidasa himself in the II Canto of his Baghuvamsa 
and the III Canto of his Kumdrasambhava where we find almost all

— Continued Next Page.



In fact, as we all know, the well-known metre 
I asuntatilaka has a final short syllable instead o f the long 
one in the works o f almost all Sanskrit poets. The rigid 
rule o f Metrics demanding a long syllable at the end o f each 
foot is observed more in its violation than in fulfilment.8 
No one who has an ear to harmony would object to such 
usages o f the poets. Mahimabhatta only pleads for an 
extension o f this universally recognised freedom in matters 
o f Metre. He regards the various metres to be just on a 
par with verbal figures o f  speech like Alliteration and 
Rhyme; and allots them no higher place in the province o f 
poetry. Mahimabhatta would be glad to allow the poet the 
same freedom in the choice o f Metre and in their mani­
pulation as the poet has always enjoyed in the employment 
o f Yamakas and Anuprdsas .9

— Continued from Page 142. 
combinations of these. The only other alternatives we are left with 
are: Either Mahimabhatta was not a good student of Metrics or 
Metrics as he knew did not allow of such combinations, though they 
were very much in vogue among poets. The latter possibility seems 
to gain strength in view of the fact that later commentators gave 
Upajati the widest significance by including even a combination of 
vrttas other than Indravajra and Upendravajra under it. (Vide 
Pirigala’s Cchandassutra, VI, 15-17 and Vrtta-ratndkara III 4 with 
the com. of Srlnatha thereon).

8 Even here the rule is not at all rigid if we take into considera­
tion such late wrorks on Metrics as the Srutabodha which gives the 
convenient rule:

vijneyamaksaram guru pdddntastham vikalpena. (I. 2)
“Even Bhoja whose conception of sabdalankara is the most com­

prehensive known to Sanskrit Poetics, does not include vrtta under 
i t ; he speaks, however, of bhinnavrtta-sargatva as a sabdalankara of 
Prabandha. But it is a point altogether different. (Cf. Dr. V. 
Kiighvan, Srngdraprakdsa, p. 363 and p. 413).

. I Novel View of Mahimabhatta: on the Place of 31 etre in Poetry 14$
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It is indeed a commonplace to students o f  English 
Metre that the greatness o f individual poets is often esti­
mated on the success o f new modifications introduced by 
them into well-known verse-patterns. In our own country, 
•such a view has never found favour or following. A ll the 
same, Mahimabhatta deserves due credit for his bold, 
though forlorn, attempt at raising the issue and at indicat­
ing the direction in which the truth lies.

In the nature o f things, Metrics can never be a positive 
science. Indian writers on metre have always recognised 
this truth as they indicate the innumerable, though un- 
•worked, posibilities o f metrical combinations alongside o f 
defining the well-known vrttas or patterns. It is indeed a 
standing challenge o f Metrics to the genius o f  poets to 
evolve new and evernew harmonies. As in Classical Indian 
Music, so in Classical Sanskrit Poetry, can we not trace the 
cause o f decline and decadence to the refusal on the part o f 
genius to take up the challenge?



XII

THE DOCTRINE OF DOSAS 
IN SANSKRIT POETICS

An attempt is made in this paper to trace the develop­
ment o f the concept dosas in the history o f  Sanskrit 
poetics.

Bharata

The sixteenth chapter o f Bharata’s Natya-sastra gives 
us for the first time an outline o f dosas along with other 
topics pertaining to Sanskrit poetics. Here we meet with 
a list o f ten dosas— tot#, 3P-Tffa, f w 4 , srfwcTT^,
T̂RR'TcT, fw r, fetffcr and Bharata’s immediate con­

cern was natya-sastra or dramaturgy and his treatment o f 
gunas, dosas and alankaras, comes in only incidentally. His 
central theme is rasa which is the all-important element in 
any drama. The other elements such as guna are sub­
ordinated to the principal purpose o f achieving rasa in a 
drama. That the former elements came to be treated in his 
work at all was by reason o f the fact that they constituted 
what he calls vacikdbhinaya which in its turn forms an 
important factor, the anubhava, in awakening rasa.

It is clear, then, that Bharata’s conception o f dosas has 
in view the rasas which it is his main aim to explain. One 
other important thing to be noted in this connection is that 
Bharata has expressly given the dosas a positive value 
besides their inherent negative capacity. Bharata says that 
the gunas are none other than the opposites o f  dosas.1 One

1 F̂TT I
8
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would normally expect that gunas should be explained as 
positive excellences whose negations constitute dosas. But 
in Bharata it is the other way about. And this is quite in 
keeping with the common-sense view o f things. ' For it is 
not difficult for one to seize upon a fault instinctively and 
realise its substance, while an excellence cannot be con­
ceived unless its essence is comprehended by differentiating 
it from a fault which is generally more easily understood.

A t this stage, it may also be noted in passing that the 
classification o f sabdadosas and arthadosas, a commonplace 
o f  later theorists, is conspicuous by its absence in Bharata: 
though his definition o f  visandhi has in its view sabdas more 
than artbas. Furthermore, the ten dosas are not called 
rasadosas though, as we have seen, they are ultimately related 
to rasa. O n the other hand, they are merely called kuvya- 
dosas. This indicates the rudimentary nature o f poetics in 
the age o f Bharata; and that is why we do not meet here 
with a detailed treatment o f anaucitya, the chief deterrent o f  
rasa, which was highly elaborated later by the Dhvanikara 
and others.

Bhamaha

Next we may pass on to Bhamaha, the author o f  
Kavydlankara who, unlike Bharata, treats o f poetics as an 
independent subject. Bhamaha has enumerated two sets o f  
dosas— one in the first chapter o f  his work and the other in 
the fourth. The first set consists o f  ten dosas— #qr«r,
3F3TT*r, ^ rsrrfw iT , smfGe and
These are mentioned in a context where he has been dis­
cussing the general characteristics o f poetry. The statement 
which immediately precedes the enumeration o f these dosas 
is:— 3T^rrr^ff=r: i “ A  devious or artful
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presentation, o f meaning and words is desirable in virtue o f
I licit constituting figures o f speech.”  Then he proceeds to 
iMvc the list o f dosas, nejartba etc. I f  our interpretation o f the 
luter slokas is to be in keeping with the previous remarks 
of Bhamaha, we shall have to say that these eleven dosas 
represent faults in artful locution which in its turn has 
been described as the essence o f ornament in poetry. N ot 
any and every peculiarity in the turn o f expression will 
acquire the status o f ornament. Expressions too far-fetched 
should be avoided scrupulously. In particular, neyfirtha 
and others are the veritable pitfalls which a poet should 
guard against. Thus, it will be seen, Bhamaha’s first list o f  
dosas may be more aptly described as vakroktidosas than as 
kiivyadosas.

The faults discussed by Bhamaha in his second list are 
eleven viz., 3m«T, sw , tfSFT, m m ,  amw,

and These
constitute the dosas par excellence in any kavya, according 
to Bhamaha. While the first list o f dosas concerns vakroktiT 
the inner nature or essence o f  poetry, the second mentions 
only such defects as are more or less external.

A  glance at the two lists o f  faults, given by Bharata 
and Bhamaha respectively, will at once show that while 
some o f Bhamaha’s faults correspond generally to Bharata’s 
in name or in substance (e.g. ekartha, visandhi), Bhamaha in 
bis elaborate system is certainly ahead o f his predecessor.

This is particularly illustrated in Bhamaha’s elucidation 
that a fault is not always a fault. Bharata, as we have 
already seen, insists that dosas are positive entities which 
can never be permitted to creep into a good kavya. 
Bhamaha, on the other band, makes some allowances even 
with regard to technical defects. He does not agree with



Bharata that they are positive entities universally marring 
the poetic effect. Contrariwise, he even goes to the extent 
o f  maintaining that a fault is sometimes converted into an 
■excellence. For instance, the blemish o f ekartha (redundance) 
will indeed heighten the poetic effect in special circums­
tances instead o f  marring it when the word in question 
(e.g. n=53 n^s) is repeated under the pressure o f  fear, sorrow 
and jealousy as also o f delight and wonder

It ^ interesting to note here that Bhamaha’s 
successors found herein a broad hint regarding the imper­
manence in the character o f dosa, and they carried the 
scheme further, each in his own way, as we shall have 
occasion to see below.

Regarding the vakrokti-dosas (as we have termed them) 
also, Bhamaha allows some margin though he does not go 
as far as assigning to them the high place o f  gunas. He says 
that even flaws look well — though they do not become 
positive merits—  when placed in a particular context or 
situation even as a blue flower acquires beauty when strung 
in the middle o f  a garland. He also cites in support o f this 
thesis the instance o f collyrium (a thing without beauty in 
itself) acquiring charm in the eyes o f a lovely damsel.2

Before we pass on to consider Dandin’s treatment o f 
dosas, it may not be out o f place to point out that even 
Bharata has not given us any clear-cut classification o f  dosas 
into qcf, 3TW, sts? and 3r«r as is done by later writers. And
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2 Cf. srtofr i
'T^TWengTRTTr  ̂ II

—I. 54-55, K avy alankara.
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in his enumeration are included faults belonging to words- 
as well as to sense.

Bhamaha, it must also be observed, is very eloquent on 
the disrepute which dosas bring an author. He says, “ Not 
even a single faulty word is to be allowed in a composition. 
It verily brings discredit to the author even as a degenerate 
son to the father. Abstention from poetizing is no crime 
and it does not entail any punishment or disease. But 
bad composition indeed is spoken o f as veritable death by 
the learned.” 3

Bhamaha regards upama so important in his scheme o f  
alankaras that he goes to the extent o f  defining and illus­
trating the dosas that are possible in connection with it. 
The number o f these upamadosas is seven and it appears 
that Medhavin was their earliest propounder. The seven 
dosas are— ^ r r ,  f^nw, ^TH Tfsr^ and
srcrftjRrr.

Dandin

Dandin is even more vehement and emphatic than 
Bhamaha in holding that even a slight defect is sure 
to mar the effect o f  poetry just as a single leprous spot is 
sufficient to render a handsome body ugly and hence it 
should not be endured.4 He says, “ A  word well used

'r ir p f  fT i

a r m  3t i
II— ^ l l - 12, Ibid. 

pT»TJT II —Kavyadarsa 1. 7.
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Is declared by the wise to be the wish-fulfilling cow;  
the same ill-used, however, declares the user’s bovine 
nature.” 5

In the third chapter o f  the Ktivyndarsa, Dandin enume­
rates ten dosas which are, in name, substance and even the 
order o f enumeration, identical with Bhamaha’s second list 
o f  dosas noted above, with the only exception o f the 
eleventh, namely, o f  defective logic which is recognised by 
Bhamaha though rejected by Dandin as a fault difficult to 
judge and unprofitable to discuss. The question whether 
errors in syllogistic conclusion probans and illustration are 
to be regarded as blemishes in poetry or not is, according to 
Dandin, out o f  place in a book on poetics. The problem 
is a purely technical one and belongs mainly to the domain 
o f  logic and a dry discussion o f it in poetics would be both 
inappropriate and useless.6 In view o f the fact that Bhamaha 
mentions and illustrates these dosas in this very order in 
great detail, some scholars have tried to conclude that the 
remarks o f Dandin are directed against Bhamaha, his pre­
decessor in the history o f  Sanskrit poetics.

With regard to Bhamaha’s first list o f  faults (which we 
have designated vakroktidosas) which concern the very 
essence o f poetry, these correspond in general to the dosas 
{or rather the opposites o f  gums') which Dandin mentions 
as absent in the Vaidarbhamarga and as characterising its 
opposite or Gaudamarga. For example the opposite o f katiti 
is atyukti, and neyatva is the opposite o f  arthavyakti. These

5 *Mf: T̂fT̂ TT T O 5ITO1 sp: I
f'sppRrr goffer snrfrq;: srcrfa n—ibid ., i. 6. 

e sr%5rr|5?Ed m gj h i
fa=3Trc: ^T5TPT?^TT?ft|q- f% TvTW I\— Ibid., in  127.
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latter are, as we have seen, regarded by Bhamaha as faults. 
Thus though Dandin does not mention Bhamaha’s first list 
o f ten dosas as well as most o f Bharata’s original ten dosas> 
he could not very well avoid referring to some o f those 
essential dosas at least in passing, notwithstanding the fact 
that he does not define and distinguish them. It follows 
from the above that Dandin wanted to adhere to the con­
ventional number o f ten dosas though he was aware o f  
other dosas o f which he did not altogether disapprove.

Like Bhamaha, Dandin too does not enter into the 
question first raised by Bharata as to whether the dosas in 
poetics are positive entities or mere negations o f gunas. 
Bharata holds that gunas signify nothing more than the 
negative condition o f  dosabhava so that dosas are, in his 
opinion, positive entities from which the gunas are known 
by implication. It is clear from Dandin’s treatment, how­
ever, that he mentions (in chapter IV) the external faults 
apparently as positive entities after the manner o f  Bhamaha.

In the case o f upamadosas, Dandin has some improve­
ments to suggest over Bhamaha’s- treatment o f them. 
Bhamaha blindly accepted Medhavin’s catalogue o f  upama­
dosas without adding anything o f his own. And to this 
Dandin demurs. He is o f  opinion that the presence o f such 
inconsistencies as faw r, srsrTfW and ararvR in a piece o f  
poetry entails as such the absence o f upama in them. Hence 
it is meaningless to call them upamadosas. They are im­
possible in any piece which is in accordance with the 
definition o f  upama as laid down earlier.7 And even as 
regards the other four dosas treated by Bhamaha, namely

The Doctrine of Dosas in Sanskrit Poetics 151

swr *rr zm: j t s r ^ c T  ii—ibid., a, u .



152 Essays in Sanskrit Literary Criticism

sffaxTT, and Dandin declares that they are
not always dosas or detractors o f  beauty in a simile, and sup­
ports his claim with apt instances. He concludes that the 
criterion which decides whether there are dosas or not in a 
particular context is none other than the taste o f the refined- 
I f  they offend the taste o f the cultured, then alone can they 
be termed as dosas, not otherwise.8 He also gives instances 
when they act as deterrents o f  poetic effect and remarks 
that under such circumstances they must be eschewed. The 
reason, he says, goes without saying.9

Thus, though Dandin has here and there tried to 
improve upon Bhamaha, he remains in essence a follower 
o f  his, and like him, he does not venture upon any original 
treatment o f  the subject o f  poetic flaws either with reference 
to their nature or number. Though he criticises some older 
views, and he views the whole thing from a different and 
more original standpoint, still it will be in vain if  we look 
forward to find in his work any clear-cut classification o f  
the dosas on scientific principles. In the main, he adheres 
to the traditional number o f  the ten dosas and does not like 
to deviate from it.

Vamana

Vamana’s work, in comparison with Dandin’s and 
Bhamaha’s shows further progress and elaboration o f  the 
ideas discussed above- The vague and unsystematic treat­
ment o f  dosas in the earlier writers now loses that character

8 C f  ?r f a f f s w  fVr# q- f^rrfV^crrf'T *rr i

gq-jircquiwier sflwm n— Ibid., a, 51.
9 C f. f f s f  CF?# fffiiS;: zpTVrf ?TW fw rcTFT I

ipftfafa- ||— Ibid., ii, 56.
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for the first time in Vamana in so far as the dosas are fully 
developed and carefully set forth by him.

A s the means o f arriving at poetic beauty, in Vamana’s 
opinion, is the avoidance o f dosas and the utilization o f  
gunas and alankaras, Vamana, like his predecessors, lays 
down at the outset that poetry must be free from dosas.10 
Dosahcina gains precedence over that o f gunddana in achiev­
ing the poetic effect. The Kamadhenu finds a justification 
for this. It quotes the well-known maxim ‘‘ ĴTJT̂ cHTcjp'f- 

in support o f  its position that the poet must 
first endeavour to banish all flaws from his compositions 
before setting about to add beauty to it. The removal o f  
the undesirable is indeed the pre-requisite which paves the 
way for the desirable.11

Then Vamana devotes a whole chapter (the 
for the consideration o f  the dosas and calls it by the name 
o f  dosadarsana: ‘A  Notice o f  Defects’ . The very first sutra 
in this chapter is “^f^TqTc*rFft =fP?T:" ‘Defects are those 
elements whose characteristics are opposite to those o f the 
gunas' This goes flatly against the theory o f Bharata who, 
as we have seen, held just the opposite view. For the first 
time in the history o f Sanskrit poetics, Vamana has 
expressly set at naught the authority o f  Bharata and as­
serted a contrary thesis. The positive elements in poetic 
composition are gunas and not the dosas which are merely 
negations o f gunas.

10 c f .  sn^ ^ gTTT rr i sffarfim igrc: i ?r
^T’TR T’TT^nT__Kavyalankarasutra, I , i. 1-3.

11 C f.

gr<f:— Kdvyalankara-kamadbenu, under I. i. 3 .
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A t this stage one is apt to raise an objection that since 
gunas are positive elements in poetry, an exposition o f them 
in the first instance entails as a logical consequence an ink­
ling into the precise nature o f defects, their negations, and 
therefore a chapter need not be unnecessarily wasted on 
dosas, and that too, to treat o f the dosas before treating o f 
gunas is highly unwarranted. Vamana anticipates such an 
objection on the part o f the reader and answers him by say­
ing that though the objection is well founded, practical 
•considerations demand that the dosas must be given separate 
treatment.12 The precise nature o f  dosas becomes clear to 
•students only when they are enunciated, defined and classi­
fied scientifically, not otherwise.13 Hence it is evident that 
the main object o f  Vamana was to give a thorough-going 
and well-defined treatment o f the dosas as distinguished from 
the rough and ready treatment o f these by his predecessors.

Poetry may become tainted with flaws either because 
the communication is defective and the vehicle inoperative 
or because the experience or idea communicated is worth­
less though the possibility o f  a presence o f  both the dosas 
in a particular context is not precluded. The vehicle o f 
communication may become defective either by virtue o f 
the individual words comprising it or by reason o f  the 
sentence as a whole which represents it. O n the whole, 
then, a four-fold classification o f dosas is possible —viz., i. 
pada-dosas (flaws relating to words), ii. padurtha-dosas (flaws 
relating to meanings o f  words), iii. vakya-dosas (flaws charac­
terising sentences) and iv. vakyartha-dosas (flaws disfiguring

™ C f W TTf—
I — op. cit.

13 Cf. 3 -f^ r  ^aTTrr^Trrr f f  star: ^ tr tt  i — op. tit.
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the sense o f  sentences). Such is the classification which 
Vamana proposes. And it marks a notable improvement 
over that o f  his predecessors. Later writers like Mammata 
have appreciated the merits o f this scientific classification 
and adopted the scheme as standardized by Vamana in their 
•own treatment o f the dosas.

The pada-dosas according to Vamana are five in 
number— viz., argrsr, srrrcr, aratfta and The
padurtha-dosas are also five viz., srasfte and

fw ftT, *Tf5T'¥Ps£ and form the vakya-dosas while
ar̂ RT, srrw, and constitute

the vakyartha-dosas. It is clear that even Vamana is as 
scrupulous as his forerunners in adhering to the traditional 
number o f  ten inasmuch as his pada- and padartha- dosas 
on the one hand and his vakya- and vukyurtha- dosas on 
the other are exactly ten, neither more nor less.

A  comparison o f Vamana’s catalogue o f  dosas with 
that o f  Bhamaha and Dandin shows us that he has not 
added anything new to the existing number o f  dosas. His 
originality consists in his redistribution o f  them on certain 
basic principles and that is all that can be said to his credit. 
Though theoretically Vamana follows his predecessors in 
his treatment o f the dosas, he practically doubles their number.

A t the close o f Vamana’s chapter on dosas we read—  
' ‘tff 3 7 fWTsTSt'TT?czTFTTIT 5TRT5i?r: I t  ^  5T35mt<?T: SW :, ?T

f̂cT l”\3
It is stated here that Vamana proposes to elucidate the 
suksma-dosas in connection with his consideration o f the 
gunas. O n the basis o f this the Kumadhenu concludes that 
all the dosas treated so far are to be taken as sthula-dosas.11

14 Cf. WST<iftaT StTT- T̂5JT̂ mrrâ PTT3̂ T:ss c\
1[?'43Jl«Tj3ZpT— Kavyalahkarakamadhenu, on II. i. 3.
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It explains the word suksma-dosas as those which are not 
competent enough to destroy the poetic effect. For instance 
the opposite o f ojogum is a suksma-dosa, a flaw which is 
almost imperceptible and hence negligible.15 The sthula- 
dosas refer to those general defects which mar poetic beauty 
in general in the same way as the gunas enhance it. The 
suksma-dosas correspond to the opposites o f the technical 
gunas whose presence constitutes an element o f charm in 
poetry. Though they do not mar the poetic beauty in the 
same way as the sthula-dosas, they must be avoided in the 
best kind o f poetry. Here also Vamana is indebted to 
Dandin who too speaks o f dosas which are opposite o f  
gunas. But (the fact o f) giving them the name o f  suksma- 
dosas indicating thereby their negligible nature is Vamana’s 
original contribution.

As regards the question o f upama-dosas also, Vamana 
has nothing new to add. He merely enumerates and illus­
trates the dosas catalogued by Bhamaha, excepting one viz. 
viparyaya. This indicates that he has been influenced by 
Dandin in his rejection o f the viparyaya-dosa.

Kudrata

The next writer o f  note is Rudrata, the author o f  the 
Kfivyulankara. A  noteworthy feature o f his treatment is that 
he follows Bharata in holding that gunas are contraries o f  
dosas as against the view  o f his immediate predecessor 
Vamana. Hence gunas, as such, do not receive at his hands

15*prr: i 'sfhsftfwfirw sta:'
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any analytical exposition. His so-called gunas are all nega­
tions o f faults.16

In the enumeration o f dosas also Rudrata follows a 
principle, slightly different from that o f Vamana. Taking 
sabda and artha as the tw o elements o f poetry he mentions 
dosas in two series— (i) sabda-dosas or defects o f words, (2) 
artha-dosas or defects o f  sense. The first series includes nine 
faults viz., (i) •ih.pada-dosas-mm, 3TSRfta, fegfcr, faTTfcHrmT, 

and and (ii) three vakya-dosas— *Tffar, rrfvra and 
7Trn’4 l The second series comprises (besides four upama- 
dosas) nine faults again viz., a?q|g, sm m , 
srfTfWZ, ^  and srfarrm 1 Some o f these dosas
like tadviin, are, it must be noted, mentioned for the first 
time by Rudrata.

Anandavardhana 

After the advent o f the dhvani theorists like Ananda­
vardhana and Abhinavagupta the dosas (like the gunas) came 
to be related to the rasa, the poetic effect in a composition, 
and began to be defined as that which prevents or hinders 
the manifestation o f rasa. The doctrine o f  dosa was taken 
along with the doctrine o f  guna, o f which it formed the 
counterpart and was considered from the standpoint o f rasa 
alone. They were no longer absolute entities but attributes 
or absence o f attributes relative to the development o f rasa, 
and must therefore be governed by the theory o f Aucitya 
or propriety which these theorists put forward in their 
treatment o f  rasaJ7 It is a triumph o f  the dhvani school

16 C f. 1

SrteSTiTTST'TOr II— Kavyalankara, ii. 8.
17 C f. I

THFmfaWTTT \\—Dhvanyaloka, ch. III.
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that it was able to define properly the place o f the concepts 
o f  rasa, rjti, guna, dosa and alankMra in its comprehensive 
theory.

In the theory o f Anandavardhana much importance 
was given to the individual taste o f the sahrdaya which 
alone was the criterion to judge dosas in particular contexts. 
Hence he does not embark upon any hair-splitting distinc­
tion and classification o f dosas. Such a procedure is not 
only avoided by Anandavardhana, but he even goes to the 
extent o f  saying that it would reflect on the rudeness o f the 
critic. Even in the works o f masters, blemishes are bound 
to creep in; but they need not be catalogued, overshadowed 
as they are by the thousand and one excellences.18

This is quite a happy idea and when we see that 
pedantic poets blatantly disregarded the advice o f the 
rhetoricians in the avoiding o f  blemishes catalogued 
by them, we feel that all the energy and zeal o f the 
ancients devoted in making nice distinctions o f dosas 
was mis-spent. There was a yawning g u lf between theory 
and actual practice which it was futile to bridge unless 
good sense dawned on the poets themselves. And it is this 
which Anandavardhana strenuously attempts to do. He 
wants to steer clear o f  the trash that had accumulated in 
the course o f centuries round the natural, fresh and 
pellucid literature o f old and to revive the original beauty 
once again. He sheds a beacon o f light on the poetic pieces

18 Cf. fpr
WrtffT ^ fTiT^T II — Ibid., p. 94.

Cf. also Kalidasa’s—
‘tpfr fo I

Kumarasambhava



/

o f earlier as well as later writers and makes the reader 
grasp the essence o f beauty in them. A ll the later theorists 
were completely convinced o f Anandavardhana’s theory in 
the main and adopted it in their works. But it is once again 
disheartening to notice that the theory did not have 
any considerable effect on the contemporary writers in 
Sanskrit. The majority o f  them were revelling in the 
intricate maze o f tropes, figures and technical excellences, 
as fully as ever. They did not hesitate to sacrifice poetic 
effect at the altar o f intellectual gymnastics. They wanted 
to startle the reader by their supreme tour de force rather 
than delight him with aesthetic pleasure. This tendency 
in the writers o f the later classical Sanskrit literature, 
indeed, was mostly responsible for the decline and fall o f  
the pellucid, sweet and fresh idiom o f  the Sanskrit langu­
age. The genius o f the language began to be exploited for 
pedantic ends rather than for aesthetic appeal. The credit 
o f  having sounded the timely warning to them undoub­
tedly goes to Anandavardhana although it fell on deaf ears.

Kuntaka

Next we may take up Kuntaka. His work is unique 
in the history o f Sanskrit poetics. He brought to bear on 
his study a taste for delight and a gift o f  sharing his 
delight, unrivalled in the range o f  Sanskrit writers. His 
insight into literature is surprisingly sharp and he has the 
vary rare capacity o f analysing things and after a searching 
examination o f every element, laying his finger precisely 
on the points which give rise to pleasure. As a natural 
sequence, anything that is shoddy or misplaced at once 
catches his eye. It is true that in the portions o f the
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Vakroktijtvita now extant, he does not treat at length o f any 
■doctrine o f flaws. But his shrewd observations scattered 
here and there throughout his book are enough to indicate 
his point o f view. - His idea o f poetry is, indeed expressed 
in such terms as might win universal acceptance. Kuntaka 
describes the nature o f the best road to poetry in these 
words—

“The high road of poetry along which have trod the greatest 
o f poets is one 'where words and meanings acquire ever new shades 
as a result of the fresh genius of the p oet; which is embellished but 
little by figures and where excellences are not strained; where the 
skill and effort of the poet are made invisible by the abundance of 
feelings and natural descriptions; which brings aesthetic delight to 
the minds of men of taste; where the identity of parts is lost in the 
■enjoyment of the whole; which is comparable only to the ingenious 
creation of Brahma in point of variety and beauty; and where, 
whatever the poetic effect, everything is the result of the poet’s 
genius.”19

Kuntaka then gives the significant name o f graceful 
(sukumara) to this kind o f  poetry. Then he goes on to 
define the various poetic elements to be found in this kind

19 C / |

II 

it

zrf^ ^ n fr  erew i
fax. I I

H6?r=rqT Tlcfr: I

— Vakrokti-jivita, I. 25-29.
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o f poetry as arrfw ^ , iffarrir and When
•discussing the nature o f  this last characteristic, Kuntaka 
incidentally draws attention to two blemishes in the com­
position of Kalidasa, which, he says, are glaring. One o f 
them is in the R aghuvamsa (xiii. 52)

Here Kuntaka points out how the words ‘Kaikeyi, be 
content now that your desires are fulfilled’ in the mouth o f 
Rama, not an ordinary man, but a hero endowed with all 
the virtues going with a noble hero, are highly out o f 
place since those words go to suggest the mean nature and 
narrow outlook o f the person speaking.20

The other passage in which Kuntaka points out a 
defect o f  impropriety is from Kalidasa’s Kuwarasambhava 
(iii. 7)

Here the context is this. Indra has called for Man- 
matha to entrust him with the duty o f sowing seeds o f love 
in the heart o f  S'iva, the ultimate end in view being the 
destruction o f  Taraka and his hordes. In the stanza in 
question, as soon as he makes his appearance, Manmatha is 
said to have boasted o f changing the mind o f  even the 
most devoted o f  wives so as to make her fall in instantane­
ous love with Indra. One will be led to gather the 
impression that Indra takes it as a compliment since he

20 C f  3pr JfiPTT:
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does not stop Manmatha from saying such impolite words. 
This certainly takes away much o f  Indra’s prestige, the 
lord o f  the three worlds as he is, and hence is highly 
inappropriate.21

Kuntaka for the first time tries to answer the question 
whether the presence o f defects, say anaucitya, in a particular 
place, mars the poetic effect o f that single part or the whole 
poem as such. He is o f  opinion that the whole poem 
becomes tainted as a result o f a fault attaching to a part o f  
it. The illustration he cites is apt. A  fine silk garment,, 
when it gets burnt though at a single spot, will itself, 
as a whole, lose its beauty and merit. So with fine poetry 
also.22

It is, further, very interesting to see how Kuntaka 
justifies the fact o f  his having selected Kalidasa, o f  all the 
Sanskrit poets, to point out dosas. He says that the works 
o f  Kalidasa, abounding as they are in high excellences o f  
every kind, admit o f a glaring vision o f  the defects i f  any. 
Whereas the other poets have composed poems only by 
dint o f  effort and no purpose will be served by wasting 
time in pointing out flaws in those compositions since 
there is no background o f excellence in them against 
which faults appear striking.23

21 C f  f^^CTTf^tnrfcrfcsrr^irTf'T

\—iUd.

SRTSit% \~ Ib id .
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Mahimabhatta 

The next writer on Sanskrit Poetics who deserves our 
attention is Mahimabhatta who wrote his work viz., the 
Vyaktiviveka for demolishing the theory o f dhvani promulga­
ted by the Dhvanyaloka. One o f  the severest critics o f  
Anandavardhana as he was, still Mahimabhatta does not 
dispute the fact that the soul o f poetry is rasa,24 He 
only calls into question Anandavardhana’s doctrine o f  
dhvani. He also admits unhesitatingly Anandavardhana’s 
doctrine o f  anaucitya (incongruity) but proceeds to analyse 
the concept scientifically.

It is very surprising indeed to find Mahimabhatta, a 
polemical writer himself, saying at the outset that good 
manners forbid a lengthy discussion o f others’ faults and 
the office o f  the true critic is to understand the merits, i f  
any, in others rather than pick holes in them. This 
procedure o f  being alive only to others’ defects, will, 
according to him, fall only to the lot o f unfortunate persons. 
But he justifies his exposition o f faults by remarking that 
he had to transgress the path o f the polite in order to 
satisfy the request o f his pupils who sought for enlighten­
ment as also to remove misapprehension in the minds of 
men who might level against his head the unmerited 
charges o f muddleheadedness, want o f  etiquette in 
ignoring their question, and reticence due to jealousy.25

24 C f  sfrrsqwctrfr h i
— Vyaktiviveka, I. 2&

25 C f  ^  S!Tp=irT̂ T*T:—

ipr: f% foWRT tTq-
'f f r   ̂sfspffcr *t: fe y  t o w  i

f P W t r  cTrftSg- ^ cfr?S 33I TTTjf *RTT
w—ibid. II. l.
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Mahimabhatta does not himself claim to be perfect and free 
from every fault. He says that nothing prevents a doctor 
who himself is addicted to unwholesome diet from 
prohibiting others from indulging in it.26

The whole o f  the second chapter o f  Mahimabhatta’s 
book is devoted to an exposition o f the types o f anaucitya 
amidst several digressions. According to him, it is o f two 
kinds— 3r4 f^rir and From another point o f view
the division is into and . The
consists in the improper employment o f f^nm, and

in the manifestation o f rasa and since it has 
been ably explained by the Dhvanikara, he does not enter 
into any discussion o f it. The (external
impropriety) falls under five heads—fatqrfajRT, w w s ,  

and .
As far as we know this classification o f dosas was for 

the first time enunciated by Mahimabhatta. They are as much 
logical as literary defects. The commentator Marikhuka 
(Ruyyaka?) tries hard to justify this classification on the 
authority o f Panini, Patanjali and Katyayana. This makes 
very interesting reading.37

26 C f. m f’iTtirr̂ zTirafjTffr h srrsw i ̂ *s
—-op. cit.

21 Read— iFSTfcIT

o •» ' w o o

asnff— stftt: 3  ̂’ srfcrcrercrr
gwwr fewferRT: *rf^r i w-w *
'Tf̂ FTTST ^   ̂ f|  r̂̂ fcr Trsrr 3t#<j ^

?̂TT m ^cfT 5TS3Tfc: sf^Trfer. 1
—  Continued Next Page.
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Bhoja

The next work o f Bhoja is a voluminous
work which deals in the very first chapter with 16 dosas o f  
pada, 16 o f vukya, and 16 o f vakyurtha. Thus though the 
number o f dosas reaches its climax viz., 48 in Bhoja, the 
fact is worth noting that practically they are all dosas 
mentioned in some context or other by earlier writers but 
which are all given an independent status in this work. 
With characteristic love o f detail, Bhoja has treated these 
defects. But the treatment did not receive any serious 
attention by later writers. It is just a compendium o f  
minute details and nothing more.

Mammata
The last great work which deserves our notice is the 

well known Kavyaprakasa o f Mammata. Here has been 
set the standard for dosas as for many other concepts once 
and for all time to come. It is significant to note that he 
includes in his catalogue o f  dosas, those mentioned for the
—  Continued from, Page 164.

sq-gf^-
q w f t j f  ‘ cf q r c R r  s m u r o  ’ s w r e t  ftq-srmr ^  ? r f f

■>refcT ' ̂  cp.T: ’
3Tf«rRJT3T>^TW: T̂ft-TcT | 3«TT
*Tĉ ®ff2?TVirf FTTfefcT f̂%̂ T̂ Tqr

e c\

TRTeftqrrr̂ 'jr crnaTm^wfq’ f̂Tf%cr̂ r 1 i# r w ^m w r- 
crrstrewrfq- gftfa^r 1 ^
fjreTT̂ Tnr f^rT^'T-wr jrfrrr%4 T^zft^^rPTM^^n:

I -Vyaktiviveka, Benares edn. pp. 151-2,
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first time by Mahimabhatta. He enumerates 13 pada-dosas, 
11 vakya-dosas, 10 artha-dosas and 14 rasa-dosas. Alm ost all 
the later writers slavishly follow  Mammata in their treat­
ment. The concept o f nitya and anitya-dosas found in 
Anandavardhana was also fully developed by Mammata. 
The marring or otherwise o f the poetic effect by the dosas 
is judged by him not on their own account, but in terms 
o f  the part they play in the manifestation o f  rasa. It is for 
this reason that the division o f the dosas into nitya and 
mitya varieties arises, and some o f  the dosas cease to be so 
when they are considered to be in consonance with the 
delineation o f particular rasas.

Mammata was also responsible for the detailed distinc­
tion o f rasa-dosas. The Dhvanikara dealt with only the 
broad aspect o f the subject and designated all rasa-dosas 
under the general name o f anaucitya. It was Mammata 
w ho for the first time pointed out the various kinds o f 
anaucitya as relating to rasa.



XIII

THE SANSKRIT CONCEPTION OF A POET

*ra n

The history o f Sanskrit poetics has been a long and 
chequered one. Tradition ascribes its origin to hoary and 
prehistoric times. But leaving alone ..the question o f age, 
the incontestable fact remains that, from the earliest 
beginnings, Sanskrit criticism has kept in view  the educa­
tion and equipment o f the poet side by side with the 
initiation o f the critic into the principles o f literary 
judgment. In the course o f centuries o f development in 
this branch o f study, the former theme, however, received 
particular attention at the hands o f a group o f  writers 
who made it their business to instruct the poet in his 
profession. Notwithstanding this independent school o f 
writers on kavi-siksa (belonging to comparatively later 
times) even the earlier writers on Sanskrit poetics like 
Bhamaha have their own speculations to offer on this 
question o f  the making o f  a true poet.

u'^The social position o f the poet in ancient India was 
a very honoured one. The poet enjoyed a highly privileged 
and enviable status in the assemblies and concourses o f the 
cultured classes in those days. The gift o f composing 
poetry was considered to be the acid test o f  poirsfiTh speech 
and manners. Right at the beginning o f his work 
Bhamaha asks-cH ow  can one have; any pretensions to 
elegance in speech in the absence o f good poetry?’1 It is

— loc. cit.
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clear that composing poetry must have been one o f  the 
most cherished ideals o f men o f taste in ancient India.' 
Bhamaha and a host o f other writers who have written 
treatises on Sanskrit poetics thought it worth their while 
to guide the prospective poets in the right direction as far 
and as well as they could.

“ Poeta nascitur non fit” — CA man is born a poet, not 
made one’— such goes the well-known Latin saying. This,, 
i f  accepted in full, would render all further discussion on 
the topic in question ‘the making o f the poet’) absurd 
as well as futile.' However, the saying should be understood 
to mean only that innate genius is a more essential re­
quirement o f the poet than any other proficiency o f an 
acquired kind. It no doubt assigns the first and foremost 
place to inborn genius and power; but in so doing it does 
not exclude altogether from its domain the essentiality o f  
cultivated talent. The difference between the two exists 
only in the degree o f their importance and not in the extent 
o f their indispensability./Innate poetic genius, when shorn 
o f  all connection with good training and general environ­
ment, is sure to die in its infancy without producing 
anything o f value. There is, o f course, no denying the 
truth that mere training or drill, however intensive it may 
be, will be absolutely fruitless if  the person who is subjected 
to it is innocent o f  all poetic feeling and imagination.^ All 
the same, it is as much the duty o f the budding poet who 
is gifted with genius to exploit it to his best advantage by 
undergoing the right kind o f discipline. Unbridled 
imagination may run riot and render the whole work 
ineffectual. But when drilled by discipline it is sure to 
produce remarkable results. It was this discipline that the 
Sanskrit theories set about regulating. VTa]pnt_Js that
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which is in a man’s power; genius is that in whose power 
man is.V  Doing easily what others find difficult is talent; 
doing,what is impossible for talent is geniusr^ 

/B h a m a h a , the earliest Sanskrit rhetorician proper, lays 
down at the outset that pratibha (or poetic imagination) 
is the sine qua non for the poet. ‘Even the untalented ones 
are able to study the sastra with the aid o f  the instruction 
o f  the teacher, but not so with regard to poetry. A  
kavya worth its name can be composed only by a man 
who possesses pratibha,2 But that is not all. An aspirant 
to poetic fame must set to w ork only after having equipped 
himself with all the knowledge that a poet is required to 
have. A  list o f such studies as are essential to a poet, is 
prepared by Bhamaha as follows:— grammar, metre, lexico­
graphy, epic stories, worldly affairs, logic and fine arts.3̂. 
Though Bhamaha has not specifically used the words 
vyutpatti (culture) and abhyasa (practice or application) in 
this context, a perusal o f the following passage: 

‘sabdabhidheye vijnaya krtva tadvidupasanarh I 
vilokyanyanibandharhsca karyah kavyakriyadarah || ’ 
[‘After acquainting oneself with (the principles o f) 

word and sense, after having devoted oneself to the teach­
ing o f  the masters well versed in them, and finally, after 
having studied the composition o f  other poets, one should 
endeavour to compose a kavya]— will show that he re­
cognised in full the significance o f those words which 
became the stock-in-trade o f  later theorists.

^ ^  I -K avyalankara, 1. 5.

*rfw. TT̂ scfT'- I! —ibid., 1 . 9 .•o



/
/  Bhamaha does not give us any elaborate analysis or 
ftreatment o f the concept o f pratibha, and it is but natural 
(in view o f  his antiquity. But the very fact that he re­

cognises pratibha on the part o f the poet as the indispensa­
ble condition o f good poetry is enough to secure him a 
high place among those who sought to discover the secret 
o f  good poetry. But we should not forget that though 
Bhamaha believed in pratibha, he also believed, as Dr. De 
observes, “  in making a poet into a poet.”

Dandin too} harps upon the same tune.4 But he is 
more explicit than Bhamaha in admitting that even in the 
absence o f  natural genius, one may turn out to be a poet 
by dint o f sheer study and assiduous practice. While 
Bhamaha seems to insist on pratibha as the primary require­
ment in a poet, Dandin appears to differ from Bhamaha 
in this respect. As stated by him, ‘Though there be lack 
o f  that wondrous genius, the product o f preceding births, 
yet the goddess o f  speech, when worshipped by learning 
and application, is sure to grant the boon o f  poetry.5 And 
consequently, Dandin exhorts all poetic aspirants to ply 
their studies diligently and pursue their practice patiently. 
He says— “ So away with sloth, let Sarasvatl be ceaselessly 
worshipped by those who would win fame. Men who 
have earned the capacity o f  composing poetry with sustained 
'effort, though their poetic endowment be slender, are sure
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to  shine in the assemblies o f the learned.6 In other words, 
genius may live and thrive without training, but it does 
not the less reward the watering-pot and pruning knife. 
Labour and intent study joined with the strong propensity 
o f  nature would, no doubt, produce the best results.

The matter is treated much more exhaustively by 
Vamana. His views are not without originality. General 
reflections about the ‘kavi’ open the'second adhyiiya o f  the 
first adhiharana in his ka vyalankarasutravrtti. Vamana knows 
two sorts o f poets— captious and ~ non-discriminating 
(Arocakins and Satrnabhyavaharins).7 As explained in the 
V rtti, these terms have been used in a metaphorical sense. 
The first group o f  poets is very difficult to please in all 
that appertains to poetics. In composing a kavya they 
proceed with the greatest diligence. They discriminate 
accurately between what is fit and what is not fit. The 
second group, on the other hand, does not differentiate 
good from bad. In other words— the one is by nature vivekin 
(discriminating) and the other avivekin or non-discriminat­
ing. O nly poets o f  the former class are worth being 
instructed on account o f  their being endowed with the 
ability o f  discrimination8, while those o f the latter should 
not be instructed, because they cannot discriminate.9 The

f?5T spTT: I kT W :
ii — ibid., 1 . 105.

7 Cf. 3TT>=̂ %q-: I —op. cit.

8 Cf. fspsqT: I —op. cit.

9 C f  #3^ cffsWTT^ I —op. cit.
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science o f  poetics is not meant for people o f  this latter 
class. It will serve no purpose for them.10 Indeed the 
kataka nut cannot clarify mire though it is used to clarify 
muddy water.11 

\\ X’ ' Next Vamana goes on to give a long list o f  the several 
branches o f study that are essential for the proper equip­
ment o f  the arocaki-kavis in the third chapter o f his book. 
They are designated by him as kiivyungas or ‘ancillaries o f  

"^poetry’ . In this connection one is reminded o f  Bharata’s 
remark that the world o f poetry is concurrent with the 
whole world o f  science and art, logic and rhetoric. The 
sphere o f poetry is indeed all-pervasive and all-embracing.12 
Everything is grist for the poet’s mill. The entire human 
experience, observation o f nature, scraps o f scientific lore, 
impressions from other, often hostile, phases o f activity -  
he absorbs all as the bee assimilates nectar; and he gives it 
back sometime, somewhere, metamorphosed, according to 
the gift that is in him, the true honey o f the mind.

, ■ Vamana, in the first instance, broadly divides kuvyilnga 
into three sections— loka (the world), vidya (the sciences) 
and praklrnam (miscellaneous). Subsequently he devotes 
much space for an examination o f further classifications o f  
these. We need not enter into these details. It is, however, 
interesting to note that Vamana brings pratibhu (which he 
calls pratibhana) under the last head o f prakTrm in the 
association o f such other requisites as laksyajnatva, abhiyoga

—op. cit. 

—op. cit.

10 C f. ?r |

11 C r ?r TfprcrreiTPT snrefa i 
<& C f  ?r *r cTgr-jf ?r sr ?r st I
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•and vrddhaseva.13 ! The mention o f pratibha in the same 
breath as that o f perception o f aim, application, attendance 
■upon elders, etc. leads us at first sight to imagine 
that like Dandin, Vamana too is assigning a secondary 
place to creative genius. But strangely enough, the sutra 
which amplifies the nature of. pratibha runs thus—“ Kavitva- 
bljam pratibhanam”  (‘In genius lies the very seed o f 
poetry.’) This, o f course, is more in consonance with the 
position o f  Bhamaha than that o f Dandin. What is more, 
Vamana has gone a step further than Bhamaha in attempt­
ing to determine the nature o f  pratibha. / The vrtti on the 
above quoted sutra makes it clear that pratibha is an inborn 
talent, a mental impression, the cause o f which is to be 
sought in previous births./Tt^ is this that verily forms the 
germ out o f  which poetry sprouts forth and without which 
no literary composition is possible. /  If, nevertheless, a 
man endeavours to produce poetry even in the a1 o f
pratibha, the effect will be nothing but ridiculous.1^ . — ana 
here seems to have hit at the truth about poetry for the 
first time in the history o f Sanskrit poetics. His description 
o fpratibha came to be accepted verbatim in later times at the 
hands o f such standard writers as Mammata and Hema- 
candra.15 A  poem without poetic flash contains no life;

4 sffa f̂ 'TT r̂rsif f̂ qrar% i i -  loc, tit.
15 Cf. srfrrr: 3T f̂ TT W'V  ̂ «T

y  5TOT Wl

^  ^ v m ~ i b i d . ,  I. iii. 11.

—Vrtti on KdvydprakdSa, 1. 3.
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it is a flower without fragrance. The credit for having 
first sounded the warning ‘fee nihil invita dices faciesve 
Minerva’, (Beware o f attempting anything in literary 
composition for which nature has not gifted you, i. e.,. 
against the grain) in Sanskrit poetics goes to Vamana.

Attention may also be drawn to the fact that Vamana’s- 
teaching does not merely end in the enumeration o f the 
various branches o f  learning necessary for the poet, but it 
also takes into account practical details o f instruction such 
as the time and place suitable for the production o f  poetry.

'''Vamana says that the poet must bring to bear upon his 
composition a perfect concentration o f mind. It is only 
then that he will be in a position to see through “ the life 
o f  things” . T o  achieve such a state o f mind, the poet 
must first gain access to an atmosphere congenial to his 
aim. The suitable atmosphere can be procured only at 
certain times o f  the day in specific places. The place 
must be secluded and the time preferably the fourth watch 
o f the night.16 This gives us an insight into the practice 
o f  Sanskrit poets in ancient India. Their attitude towards 
poetry was that o f a worshipper towards his deity. The 
act o f composing poetry was more or less sacred in itself 
and bad to be performed with a pure and concentrated 
mind only at appointed hours. Thus approached, the 
goddess o f  poetry would crown the aspiring poet with 
success and not otherwise. Sanskrit poets like Kalidasa 
and Magha too have corroborated this view. Kalidasa 
says in Kaghuvamsa (X V III)—

V  wrrsr: t
\ —Kavyalankarasutravrtti, I. iii. 17-20.
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‘Pascimadyamimyamad prasadamiva cetana’ 
indicating that the mind becomes tranquil only towards the 
last watch o f the night. Magha is more explicit when he 
says that poets begin to visualise the entire world o f poesy 
after their mind has achieved tranquillity as a result o f deep 
sleep during night.17 Thus, the cool hours o f the early 
morning seem to have been the time when the poets com­
posed their immortal poems. ^amana is.the first writer 
who gives us these interesting details.)

Rudrata, the next writer o f  note on Sanskrit poetics, 
also accepts in the main the threefold requirement o f  the 
poet laid down by earlier writers. His originality consists 
in the fact that he gives each o f them a convenient name 
which came to be standardised later.
\, ' He says: ‘tasya (kavyasya) karane/tritayam vyapriyate 
saktirvyutpattirabhyasah’— (I. 14). sakti and pratibha are 
synonyms. Words and meanings flash on the mind o f the 
poet as a result o f genius. Vyutpatti or learning assists 
him in adopting the essential and avoiding the non- 
essential. Practice will lend excellence to genius.18 
Sakti is defined by Rudrata as follows—

“ The springing forth in many ways o f  the ideas to be 
expressed and lucid diction in a well-concentrated 
mind is indeed sakti.”  !

11 C f. FT f
— loc. cit.

18 C f.  ^  1 cwt:

fo q t 1 3mfta% ?far

—Commentary on Rudrata’s Kavyalanlcara, N. S. Edn.
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This sakti, also called by the name o f pratibha by 
■others, is two-fold according to Rudrata— innate and 
acquired. O f  these two, the innate is the better one 
on account o f  its spontaneity. It needs but a little 
practice to give rise to poetry; whereas the second 
kind has got to be first produced by virtue o f vyutpatti 
and then adapted to practice before it can help poetry. 
Thus, since it entails much endeavour, this latter kind o f 
pratibha is inferior to that o f the first. In other words, we 
may say that_there are two classes o f poets— the poets by 
education__and practice, these we respect; and poets by 
nature, these we love. T o  borrow the words o f E. R. B. 
Lytton.

“Talk not of genius baffled, genius is master of man,
Genius does what it must, and talent does what we can.”

Rudrata we have seen, has merely repeated in other 
words the ideas o f  his predecessors about the triple 
requisites o f a poet. But as regards the distinction o f 
pratibha into two varieties, sahaja and utpadya, he is com­
pletely original. Dandin held that all pratibha is o f one 
kind only and that it is naisargikj, which means nothing but 
sahaja. Rudrata holds that in addition to this innate 
genius, there is another kind o f genius which is produced 
by virtue o f learning. Whereas in the opinion o f Dandin, 
all genius can be only innate and can never be produced 
b y  extraneous factors, Rudrata asserts that genius can be 
produced in the poet by strenuous endeavour on his part. 
However, Rudrata too admits that there is a difference in 
degree though not in kind between the two varieties o f
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pratibha,19
So much for the earlier writers. In their disquisitions, 

sometimes pedantic, the truth is brought home to the 
leader that

“ ’Tis long disputed, whether poets claim 
From art or nature their best right to fame.
But art, if not enriched by nature’s vein,
And a rude genius o f uncultured strain,
Are useless both; but when in friendship joined,
A mutual succour in each other find.” (Horace).

Genius may shine without the help o f art; cultivated by 
art, it will produce more agreeable fruit. A t the same 
time it must also be borne in mind that study, precept and 
observation will nought avail without the assistance o f 
nature. Y et even though nature has done her part, by 
implanting the seeds o f taste, great pains must be taken, 
and great skill exerted, in raising them to proper pitch o f 
vegetation. ‘The judicious tutor must gradually and 
tenderly unfold the mental faculties o f the youth committed 
to  his charge. He must cherish his delicate perception; 
store his mind with proper ideas; point out the different 
channels o f observation; teach him to compare objects; to 
establish the limits o f right and wrong, o f  truth and 
falsehood; to distinguish beauty from tinsel, and grace 
from affectation; in a word, to strengthen and improve by 
culture, experience and instruction those natural powers o f

19 C f ĝ rmfsrftr i
3Tfa5mf?r q-srrfa- 5i%r: ii >

tffsffarraT *rr fprc prefer i 
tot ^f^rr n j t

q-OTT* ^Tcf ZTcft tgJT I
qrifT II ; — loc. cit.N O s

10



feeling and sagacity which constitute the faculty called 
taste, and enable the professor to enjoy the delights o f the 
Belles 'Lettres’ . Such elaborate instruction in the art o f  
taste and poesy indeed assumes that Nature has not been 
equally favourable to all men in conferring upon them a 
grain o f  genius which may be improved without much ado.

/ A t  first sight one might be tempted to wonder if  all 
these theories have not missed in their discussion, some­
thing fundamental about the subject they are concerned 
with. One would like to know more about the mainspr­
ings o f true poetry and the characteristics o f a good poet 
rather than threadbare discussions about meticulous details 
o f  his education. The science o f  poetics can never attain 
completeness in itself without an attempt at answering  ̂
this most important problem o f  the nature o f genius and 
the various ways in which it finds expression. Poetry is 
not merely an intellectual pursuit. Its value lies more 
in the aesthetic pleasure it brings in the mind o f the 
reader. This naturally implies that the poet’s genius is 
concerned with the emotional and imaginative aspects o f  
things. Poetry is the vehicle in which genius expresses- 
its tpt6st sublime conceptions. /

/  This problem o f the sources o f poetry received 
adequate consideration at the hands o f  later theorists such 
as Anandavardhana, Abhinavagupta, Mahimabhatta and 
Kuntaka. The primary object o f  these writers was, it 
should be remembered, the promulgation o f an acceptable 
theory o f poetry in all its aspects. Hence we need not 
wonder if  the topic o f the working o f  genius in a poet 
comes to be treated o f only incidentally. But all the same, 
their remarks are very valuable inasmuch as they shed a 
flood o f  light on the problem in question.

178 Essays in  Sanskrit Literary Criticism
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A  precise and comprehensive definition o f  pratibha 
or poetic imagination was laid down by Bhatta Tauta, the 
author o f  a work on poetics called Kavjakautuka (which is . 
inot extant now). This definition was reverentially accepted ■ 
by Abhinavagupta in his Dhvanyalokalocana and his authority 
influenced all the succeeding writers such as Mammata.,

jy  “ Poetic imagination is that gift o f mind by whose aid 
one can visualise myriad things anew.20 It is by virtue o f  
this gift alone that one deserves the title o f ‘Poet’.”  Hence 
it goes without saying that poetry abounds for the most 
part in imaginative description. There are some more 
verses o f Bhatta Tauta which have come down to us as 
quotations in the works o f later writers such as Hema- 
candra. These indeed go to the very heart o f the question 
o f  poesy and bear quotation.21

It has been remarked that no non-sage can be deservingly 
called poet; and a sage will be worth his name only by virtue 
of his vision. B y vision we mean that insight into Truth about 
all the manifold materials in the world and their various as­
pects. One can win the distinction of ‘poet’ in the sciences i f  
he possesses this vision of Truth. But in everyday speech the

The definition itself reads thus—

/2o cf. sm  srfow trtt i

— loc. ciL

— c _— **

N

jftforr JfR̂ rTcTT WIT II —loc. cit-
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world accords that title to him alone who possesses both vision 
and imaginative description. Thus though Valmlki was highly 
gifted with enduring and clear vision, he was not hailed as a 
poet by people until he embodied it in a descriptive work.” 
Here Bhatta Tauta has very ingeniously correlated the 

ancient sayings “ Nanrsih kurute kavyam” and “ Rsayah 
krantadarsinah”  with his conception o f the poet. / A  poet 
is first and foremost a seer. His alert genius penetrates all 
directions and he sees through the nature o f every object. 
But mere vision is not enough. It  must be co-ordinated by 
the creative faculty which enables the poet to translate into 
words the numberless things that his imagination pictures 
before his mind. Highest poetry, which is the product o f 
such genius, “ lifts the veil from the hidden beauty o f the 
world and makes familiar objects be as if  they were not 
familiar”  (Shelley). Genius is

. . .  the mirror 
In whom as in the splendour o f the sun,
All shapes look glorious . . . (Shelley).

The rare lovely essence in which we delight, the fragrant, 
delicate breath o f  noble magnificent sublimity, must be 
something which rises above ‘pretty little tricks o f  style’ . 
Poetry is not a mere mechanical art but something over 
and above it. It is the outcome o f real genius, and, as the 
result o f it, one can see—

“All the charm of all the Muses 
a Flowering in a lonely word.”
! S. T. Coleridge, one o f the greatest English critics, des­

cribes it in these words— “ G ood sense is the body o f poetic 
genius, fancy its drapery, motion its life, and imagination 
the soul.” 22

22 Biographia Literaria, Ch. I.



The Sanskrit Conception of a Poet 181

There is no work o f such a genius which has not been 
the delight o f  mankind; no word o f genius to which the 
human heart and soul have not sooner or later responded. 
It was this confidence in the abiding worth o f  genius that 
led Bhavabhuti to make the daring remark—

Whoever there be that thinks of slighting me, (it is not m y  
concern here to call their competency into question) let them  
remain snug in their pride. My composition is not calculated 
to cater to their tastes. Some one may be born, or might have 
already been born, who is akin to me in temperament. It is  
indeed for snch a person that I address my work. Time, for­
sooth, is endless and extensive is the earth!”23

The correlation between the ‘poet’ and the ‘seer’ that 
Bhatta Tauta has instituted appears to be doubly significant. 
We have seen above at some length how genius demarcates 
the poet from the scientist. O n the other hand, we are also 
reminded o f the early compositions o f the ancient Aryans 
when we come across the word rsi or seer. The origin o f  
Vedic literature is no doubt shrouded in mystery. There 
is also no gainsaying the fact that many works belonging 
to that hoary antiquity are more voluminous though by no 
means luminous. Granting all this, it will have to be 
admitted that early Vedic poetry as preserved to us in the 
Rgveda Samhita, sprang from inspiration and enthusiasm. 
The Vedic bards must have been struck with sublime 
conceptions, with admiration and awe, by those great 
phenomena which, though repeated daily, can never be

23*  ?tt>t h:
STHnJ  ̂ fw fq  ^  I

t̂sfqr

—Prologue to Malatima&hava.
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viewed without intense emotion. These would break 
forth in exclamations expressive o f the feeling produced, 
whether surprise o r . gratitude, terror or exultation. 
The rising, the apparent course, the setting and seeming 
renovation o f the sun; the revolution o f  light and darkness; 
the splendour, change, and circuit o f the moon, and the 
canopy o f heaven bespangled with stars, must have pro­
duced expressions o f wonder and adoration. In other 
words, the muse would be consecrated to the purposes o f 
adoration.24 Thus the most famous stanza o f  the Rgveda 
which has been a daily prayer in India for more than 
three thousand years is—

‘May we attain that excellent 
Glory of Savitr the God,
That he may stimulate our thoughts.’25

Thus, with a little stretch o f imagination, we may picture 
to  our minds the significance attaching to the word rsi and 
in its train the word kavi.

So much for Bhatta Tauta5s contribution to the subject 
o f  pratibha. W e have to regret that his Kiivyakautuka 
has not come down to us. As indicated earlier, his 
pupil Abhinavagupta, who too was an authority on Sans­
krit poetics, accepts this view o f his guru as final. His 
originality consists in the fact that he introduces the idea o f 
aesthetic emotion in explaining Bhatta Tauta’s position.

^ A ccording to Abhinavagupta, “ The gift o f  finding out 
newer and newer ideas and things is itself pratibha. But

24For a fuller account of this topic vide m y article on the ‘Re­
ligion of the Veda’, Quarterly Journal of the Mythic Society, Vol. 
X X X IV , No. 1.

25 Rgveda, iii, 62, 10.
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what makes for poetry is an aspect o f pratibha that 
is conducive to the composition o f poetry suffused with 
thrilling emotion and aesthetic beauty.” 28 A n attempt to 
distinguish between the terms pratibhaprajha, buddhi, mati 
and smrti is made in an oft-quoted verse— “ Mind, when it 
becomes capable o f understanding all facts without any 
temporal limit, comes to be called by the name o f prajna; 
and this itself acquires the name o f  pratibha with an addi­
tional qualification, namely invention o f newer and newer 
images.27 It is suchpratibha that is directed to the produc­
tion o f aesthetic pleasure through the medium o f poetry.

Anandavardhana devotes an entire chapter (vi%., IV) 
in his Dhvanyaloka for the consideration o f  pratibha or 
imagination. Even earlier, he has eloquently praised 
the poet’s creative power. He says— “ In the vast domain 
o f  poetry, the poet alone is the sole creator. According to 
his whims and fancies the whole world o f ours undergoes 
transfiguration . . .  I f  the poet be inspired by love, l o ! 
the whole world becomes transfused with em otion; but if  
lie be devoid o f all sentiment, everything becomes dry and 
insipid. y The creative magic o f the poet is unparalleled- 
He is free to filJ inanimate objects with life and take away 
life even from animate ones according to his sweet

few -

—Dhvanyalokalocana.
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26 C f  5rfr?rr jtstt i
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pleasure” 28 Mammata goes a step further and raises the 
poet to a height even greater than that o f the creator. The 
poetic world is said to be devoid o f  the shackles o f destiny, 
to be o f the nature o f  ecstasy, and depending on nothing 
extrinsic to itself and delightful by reason o f  the nine 
sentiments which are depicted therein unlike the real world 
o f  the creator, which is destitute o f  all these.29 Abhinava- 
gupta goes even to greater lengths when he declares that in 
poetry, there is not the operation o f any causal pheno­
menon. By the poet’s deft touch, the hardest stone-like 
substances in the world are made to lose their hardness and 
become soft and soothing and full o f brimming sentiment. 
The process o f  literature, which hinges around the poet as 
much as the sympathetic critic flashes before us in the 
order o f poetic insight and creative self-expression, and it 
is beautiful to a degree.30
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It is such pratibha or creative imagination that receives 
special treatment in the fourth uddyota (lit. flash) o f the 
Dhvanyaloka. The several varieties o f  dhvani or suggestion 
which have been described at length in the foregoing 
chapters are rendered effective only by reason o f the poet’s- 
imagination. I f  monotony is to be avoided and variety to 
be achieved, the poet must have recourse to his imagi­
nation.31 Even old themes come to acquire new beauty 
when they come out o f the crucible o f the poet’ s pratibha. 
It is like the fire which gives new shining to the faded 
colour o f pure gold. The phenomenon can also be com­
pared to that o f the trees which put on new glory with the 
advent o f spring.82 This fact is profusely illustrated by 
Anandavardhana with the help o f old stanzas dealing with 
one idea and new stanzas dealing with the same idea, 
yet appearing more beautiful as a result o f  the poet’s 
imaginative touch. J t 'I s  this which accounts for the 
fact that a single fheme will never become threadbare 
or worn out even when it is worked upon by hundreds o f 
poets provided they are endowed with genius.33 The same 
idea is made dearer in a Prakrt stanza quoted in this 
context34 by Anandavardhana from his own composition 
Visamabanalilu, which, unfortunately, has not come down

shr#: sm fen  iO C\
srfcnrr*pr n

— Dhvanyaloka, IV, 1.
32 Sffa W«TT: I

t o t  jwrrer ?*rr: 11 -—ibid., i v ,  4.
' I —ibid., IV, 6.•o 1 p

34 ir ar ott snfr si  ̂ fa i
# f e r n  n — loc. tit.
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to  us. It says— “ N o bounds can be fixed for them; never 
are they seen to be repeated— the graces o f lovely women 
and the meanings o f  great poetic expressions.”  Great 
poetry in the last resort eludes logical analysis even as the 
loving graces o f a beloved. It transcends reason and has 
a world o f  its own. (The final effect, no doubt, may not be 
amenable to reason. But the first material on which the 
poets have to work must have firm foundation in the 
w orld o f reality. As Nllakantha Dlksita has strikingly put 
it.— “ The poets charm the readers and hold them spell­
bound by their skill and dexterity in the handling o f the 
self-same material, which one and all are wont to use in 
their day-to-day existence. The words employed by poets 
are none other than the ones current in everyday life. The 
meanings attaching to them also are the same as in ordinary 
parlance; only the magic is different.35

35*th*t sTssFwrmmt



XIV

OBSERVATIONS OF SANSKRIT LITERARY 
CRITICS ON POETIC IMAGINATION

In this article we propose to consider in some detail 
the remarks made by the later writers on the nature and 
province o f Pratibha and to draw the reader’s attention to 
some strikingly similar statements in English literary 
■criticism.

It is not without significance that Anandavardhana 
t speaks o f Pratibha or Imagination in connection with 

Dhvani or suggestion, the chief variety o f  which is Rasa- 
Dhvani or suggestion o f  the emotions. In common life and 
art alike, it is the emotions which set the imagination 
in motion, and vice versa, the language o f the imagination 
which stirs the emotions. The processes which we call 
imaginative are opposed to the processes o f reason, just as 
the appeal to the emotions is in contrast with the appeal to 
reason. In particular, the imaginative processes treat 
facts, the data o f experience, in a way totally different from 
the processes o f which the reason avails itself, discarding 
experiences which the reason values, utilizing experiences 
which the reason discards, and meaning by Truth “ some­
thing quite different from the truth o f  science” . The poet 
may, on the one hand, discard history for that “ feigned 
history”  as Bacon called it, depicting “ a more ample great­
ness, a more exact goodness, and a more absolute variety 
than can be found in the nature o f things” , or on the 
other, he may take familiar realities, and seek to show 
forth different meanings, which he has seen within them by 
qualities o f his own. Either process is included in what we 
call Imagination. We may quote a parallel passage from
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Wordsworth—
“ If thou partake the animating faith 

That poets, even as prophets, each with each 
Connected in a mighty scheme o f truth,
Have each his own peculiar faculty,
Heaven’s gift, a sense that fits him to perceive 
Objects unseen before, thou wilt not blame 
The humblest o f this band who dares to hope 
That unto him hath also been vouchsafed 
An insight that in some sort he possesses 
A  principle whereby a w ork o f  his 
Proceeding from a source o f untaught things, 
Creative and enduring, may become 
A  power like one o f Nature’s” .

{Prelude, Book xiii) 
This interpretation o f poetry as appealing to the 

emotions by means of. the imagination is so fundamental a 
matter that, for many critics, it is the substance o f  the 
definition o f  poetry even among English writers. Thus- 
Theodore Watts Dunton says “ N o literary expression can, 
properly speaking, be called poetry that is not in a certain 
deep sense emotional” .1 P. B. Shelley says-—“ poetry in a 
general sense, may be defined to be the expression o f  the 
Imagination”  ( A  Defence of Poetry). Ruskin observes—  
“ Poetry is the suggestion, by the Imagination, o f noble 
grounds for the noble emotions. I mean by the noble 
emotions those four principal sacred passions— Love, 
Veneration, Admiration and Joy,— and their opposites—  
Hatred, Indignation (or Scorn), Horror and G rief.2

f1 Article on ‘Poetry’ in the Encyclopaedia Britannicar
2 Modern Painters, Pari IV.



The word Imagination suggests the making o f 
images,— images in the mind’s eye which more or less 
resemble the images which are there when an object is seen; 
and in the simplest use o f  the term nothing more is 
implied. From this standpoint the imagination is a peculi­
arly_vivid_form o f memory. But this is not all; for the 
imagination is more than memory^ It not only recalls past 
sensations, but adds to them and subtracts from them, 
making, from the materials thus furnished, new images 
which have no precise counterpart in nature. |f°The poetic 
imagination is creative. It not only reproduces the remem­
bered images o f the senses, but compares them by a new 
method suggested by the emotions, combines them into 
new vivid wholes and leaps to conclusions which remind 
us o f  the laborious conclusions o f the reason, yet are quite 
different both in method and results. It is this faculty that 
makes the great poets akin to the prophets and teachers o f 
the race: for they not only recover for us our forever fleet­
ing pleasures o f the senses, but interpret those in a way 
that reveals the hidden significance o f life.

A  question arises whether there is one class o f themes 
with which poetry characteristically deals, and other classes 
which are excluded from its territory. A t first thought one 
is likely to try to define some limitations o f  this sort 
because o f  a general impression that poetry treats as a rule 
only o f lofty or dignified themes, more particularly such as 
love, beauty and faith, and avoids the low  and the common­
place. Y et further reflection will perhaps suggest that 
what we have in mind is not so much the subject-matter 
o f  the poet, as it is what he makes o f that subject matter; 
and the weight o f  the testimony o f the critics is against 
limiting him at all in the choice o f material. Thus Leigh
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Hunt says o f poety, after defining it as “ the utterance o f a 
passion for truth, beauty and power” , that “ its means are 
whatever the universe contains’^ A n d  Emerson says o f the 
poet: “ There is no subject that does not belong to him,—  
politics, economy, manufactures, and stock brokerage, as 
much as sunsets and souls; only these things, placed in their 
true order, are poetry; displaced or put in kitchen order, 
they are unpoetic.’ ’!/ ' Shakespeare in his characteristic way 
exclaims—

“ Our poesy is a gum which oozes 
From whence ’tis nourished. . . .  our gentle flame 
Provokes itself, and like the current, flies 
Each bound it chafes.”

That is why the great German poet Goethe declared:
“ Frei will ich sein im Denken und im Dichten 

Im Handeln schrankt die Welt genung.” 2 
The creative magic o f the Imagination is well brought out 
in the following lines o f  Sir John Davies as quoted by 
S.T. Coleridge.3

“ Doubtless this could not be, but that she turns 
Bodies to spirit by sublimation strange,
As fire converts to fire the things it burns,
As we our food into our nature change.
From their gross matter she abstracts their forms, 
And draws a kind o f quintessence from things; 
Which to he# proper nature she transforms 
To bear them light on her celestial wings.

1 Poetry and the Imagination.
2 “Free will I  be in thought and my poetry:

In conduct the world trammels us enough.”
3Biographia Literaria, Ch. XIV.
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Thus does she, when from individual states 
She doth abstract the universal kinds;
Which then reclothed in divers names and fates 
Steal access through our senses to our minds.”  

or as another poet would have it, the poet’s spirit
“ Shoots its being through earth, sea and air.”  

y  These considerations about poetic Imagination are 
reflected in the writings o f later writers on Sanskrit Poetics 
who accept the view o f the Dhvani theorists as final and 
authoritative. But among the host o f such writers tw o 
names stand out with great prominence. We mean 
Mahimabhatta, the author o f  the Vyaktiviveka and Kuntaka, 
the author of the Vakroktijivita. Mahimabhatta’s work 
occupies a unique place in the history o f Sanskrit Poetics. 
Avow edly it is a polemical work directed to refute the 
doctrines o f  the Dhvanikara. His own thesis is that all the 
manifold varieties o f  Dhvani and other important elements 
o f poetry can be brought under the more comprehensive 
province o f Anumana or Inference. [  In a thorough-going 
fashion he sets about his business and points out no less 
than ten defects in the very definition laid down by Ananda­
vardhana, in the first chapter o f  his book Vyaktiviveka. In 
the second chapter, he proceeds to consider scientifically 
the nature o f  Defects in the course o f which he quotes 
hundreds o f illustrations from the masterpieces o f  Sanskrit 
literature and successfully challenges the idea o f Kuntaka, 
Udbhata, and others.1 His observations are always strictly 
logical, thought-provoking and illuminating. {  Mahima­
bhatta’s position is that Alatikaras or figures o f speech

1 For a detailed consideration of this topic, vide m y article on “the 
Doctrine of Dosas in Sanskrit poetics,” Supra.
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acquire worth in poetry only when they possess a special 
charm. This naturally raises the problem whether Nature- 
poetry or svahhavokti can be called a figure o f speech at all 
worth the name, j  He answers the question in the affirma­
tive and supports his position by advancing the following 
arguments— “ Things in the world o f nature have indeed a 
two-fold aspect— the universal and the special. The former 
admits o f varieties in contradistinction to the latter which 
is unique in its own way. It is this special aspect which is 
capable o f being perceived by the senses and which also 
forms the subject o f Imaginative poetry. N ow  w hat is this 
Imagination in the poetp^ tftjs the intuition which arises, 
out o f the acquaintance for the nonce with the real 
nature o f things, in the mind o f the poet in concentration 
as a result o f the contemplation o f word and sense in 
keeping with the sentiment to be d e p icte d ^ It is indeed 
extolled as the third eye o f the great'god  Siva who 
is known to perceive things, past, present and future, by its 
aid. So even common-place things, when they come out o f 
the poet’s imaginative mind, attain the high status o f 
poetry. So Svahhavokti can rank as a valid figure o f speech 
when the thing described is so picturesquely presented to 
the mind o f the reader that he feels he is actually beholding 
it in every detail.1 Mahimabhatta is also o f opinion that

1 f e f w w r  STS'T cRSRZTSTFT ICN
» o >

*rr fk i^ o c
—  Continued Next Page.
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things in nature do not give the same pleasure to the 
observer as they do when they are made the subjects o f 
poetry. The reason he gives is that the poet is endowed 
with a special gift o f communion with nature.1 He also 
quotes with approval an ancient stanza which emphatically 
declares that the truth about the art o f poetry can never be 
attained by one who has not pleased the elders by his 
humble services to them. This could be compared to the 
lot o f a king who could never aspire to heaven unless be 
performed the Rujasuya sacrifice which was ordained for 
him.2

A ll this reminds us o f  the commonplace o f Greek 
literary criticism that poetry, in common with all art, is 
“ imitation o f nature.”  That phrase is interpreted by some 
critics to mean not the outside world o f created things, but 
“ the creative force, the productive principle o f the universe.”  
In the useful arts men catch whispers o f Nature’s secrets 
and turn the knowledge thus gained to good account.

—  Continued from Page 192
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Coming to what the Greeks called the imitative or liberal, 
and we the fine, arts, we discover underlying them, as 
understood by Aristotle, the idea that man divines the inten­
tion o f Nature and gives expression to it. In a statue the 
artist endeavours not so much to reproduce every detail, as 
to make his conception in its integrity stand forth and 
speak. He will concentrate on the significant features as he 
understands them and his success will depend on the happi­
ness o f his choice and the execution o f his purpose. The 
imitation o f Nature which art thus achieves is often, we 
will not say an improving on Nature, but a mote lucid and 
articulate presentment o f her design in some given part o f 
it. And in poetry, whose proper matter, in the Greek view* 
was the character, experiences and actions o f men, success­
ful work is a presentation o f these in their inwardness and 
ideal compactness; not a meticulous labour on outsides, 
but a recreating and an exhibition from within. Like all fine 
art, poetry is ideal, not when it slights or contradicts 
reality, but when it gives to reality a clarified and intensified 
expression.

The higher truth and seriousness in the poet’s imita­
tion o f  Nature implies a peculiar ductility in him to the 
impress o f the life o f things and an exceptional capacity for 
recording it. The poet integrates and transfigures what the 
world presents in a flux o f jostling and changing elements.; 
He captures the permanent substance, sifts the perennial 
from the moment as it flies. Having the intuitive power to 
penetrate Nature’s purposes and divine her message, he 
becomes her spokesman. Nature is humanized in poetry: 
the poet is the mind and tongue she enlists in her service. 
Bhatta Nayaka very well brings out this idea when he says 
that poets are the beloved calves o f the cow called Speech.



Observations of Sanskrit Literary Critics on Poetic Imagination 195

The milk which she affectionately gives forth to these is 
unparalleled even by that supreme bliss which Yogins claim 
to enjoy. It is laboured on the part o f ascetics but spont­
aneous as far as poets are concerned.1 Schelling is said to 
have rem arked-^‘Genius is to aesthetics what the ego is to 
philosophy, the only supreme and absolute reality.”  O ur 
ancient theorists went even a step further and they not only 
compared aesthetic bliss to Y ogic  bliss but also extolled 
the former as being more easily attained in preference to 
the latter. Thus Visvanatha in his Sahityadarpana points out 
that Rasa which is the essence o f poetry is Brahmasvada- 
sahodara. In dispelling the darkness o f Ignorance, Sastras 
or technical treatises act only as bitter medicines whereas 
poetry is like delightful nectar. They please the palate and 
at the same time cure the diseases also.2 In the words o f  
Keats—

“ A  drainless shower 
O f  light is poesy; ’Tis the supreme power 
’Tis might slumbering on its own right arm,
The very arching o f  her eyelids charm 
A  thousand willing agents to obey 
And still she governs with the mildest sway.”  

N ow  we may pass on to Kuntaka who is the reputed 
author o f the Vakroktijivita. We may go so far as to say 
that his whole work is a continuous discourse having as its 
sole aim the exemplification o f the several ways in which a 
poet’s genius finds expression in literature. In Kuntaka’s

jttft *pt: *r ir: n
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3Tlfjl3 II —Vakroktijivita, p. 6.
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w ork we come across not only information and argument, 
masterly comparison and sustained intellectual effort, but 
more than that— a wealth o f imagination and a breadth o f 
outlook, a beautiful exuberance o f fancy and language un­
paralleled in works on Sanskrit Poetics. We are provided 
with something which by some subtle means brings us 
closer to the Sanskrit classics than we could hope to get 
unaided; something that creates in our mind the right 
receptive mood. It is a unique type o f criticism which 
transports the reader and at the same time informs him. It 
is artistic and at the same time intellectual. In a word it is 
creative. Kuntaka so loses himself in the literary piece 
he studies that his criticism gives us an artistic expression 
o f  what are his own emotions. His work, itself a work o f 
art, illumines the working o f the poetic process and o f the 
aesthetic sense. In Kuntaka, the old poets speak again as 
it were, as though their spirits were but taking up a new 
instrument and breathing through it.

/  / / According to Kuntaka Pratibha or Imagination is the 
keystone o f  the poetic arch.1 Whatever charm there be in 
poetry, all that is attributable only to Pratibha.2 The 
v arious elements o f poetry such as Rasa. P>huva and Alankara 
have the poet’s imagination for their soul and particulaily 
in the case o f Alankaras, this is very well pronounced.3 /  
Kuntaka’s idea o f Vakrokti (Lit. ‘tilted locution’ ) must 

\ not be mistaken to mean an advocacy o f an artificial ‘poetic
V  diction’ as different from that used by men in ordinary

I —Vakroktijivita, p. 13.
2 I Ibid, p. 48.

fcRT . . .  ^ I Ibid, p. 146.
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parlance. His theory corresponds more with that o f  
Wordsworth who holds that “ While describing things in 
language really used by men the poets throw over them a 
certain colouring o f imagination, whereby things shall be 
presented to the mind in an unusual aspect.”  ,' The poet 
gives a significance to things around him to which others 
are insensible. ' As we saw earlier, the poet is by nature a 
seer— to his "mind things are surrounded by a halo o f  
plentiful suggestion, “ a gleam, a light that never was on 
sea or land,” — and he can see into “ the life o f things.” '
Being endowed with the power o f imagination, the poet 
can easily embody what he sees in concrete images or 
pictures in which others can see what the poet sees and 
thereby feel what he feels.J  Thus he can make common 
things interesting by making people see them in the light o f  
new and unsuspected meanings, making the commonest 
thing to be a spring and centre o f thought and feeling.1 
It is by virtue o f thi^fact that poets come to deserve the 
title o f Creators.^'^

/  About the relative importance o f Sakti and V yu tpa tti 
in poetry, Anandavardhana laid down that “ the poet’s 
Imagination could work such magic that shortcomings in J , , 
taste and want o f learning might remain unnoticed in 
'particular contexts while the poverty o f his imagination

j v

SPTfwrift fef^fafqT^qlsfw^ ^
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would at pnce and invariably catch the attention o f the 
readers^!/Anandavardhana substantiates his contention by 
■citing an instance from Kalidasa’s Kumarasambhava, where 
the poet describes the amours o f Parvatl and Is vara. /*The 
critic seems to think, that this description is obscene and a 
result o f the poet’s want o f vyutpatti. Y et the poet’s pratibha 
has been able to elevate it to the level o f literature. The 
impropriety ceases to be glaring because it is shrouded in 
the overwhelming flood o f poetic Imagination. . ^

i  N ow  the last critic that claims our attention is Raja- 
sekhara, the author o f  the famous work, Kavyami mamsa. 
Rajasekhara’s attitude towards poets and poetry is very 
interesting and original. He develops the conception o f the 
Kavyapurusa, the spirit o f poetry, son o f Sarasvatl who 
marries Sahityavidya or Science o f Poetics. He distinguishes 
minutely between Sastra and Kavya and divides and sub­
divides them. Then the relation o f Poetic Imagination, 
Culture and Practice in the making o f  a poet is elaborately 
discussed and poets are classified on this score.

/ Rajasekhara distinguishes imagination as creative and 
■discriminative, the former having reference to the ability to 
create and the latter to the faculty o f appreciation.^
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THE OFFICE OF THE SANSKRIT POET 
IN THEORY AND PRACTICE

In our two previous essays, we have considered at 
■some length the reflections o f Sanskrit literary critics on the 
■qualifications and equipment o f a first-rate poet. An 
attempt is made in this paper to deal briefly with the end 
o f  poetry as envisaged by writers on Sanskrit Poetics and 
the success actually achieved in practice by poets. Almost 
all the works on Sanskrit Poetics start with the formulation 
o f  the aim or goal o f their study in accordance with the 
dictum ‘ Prayojanam anuddisya na mando* p i pravartate’ which 
was universally accepted by all writers in the various 
branches o f Indian Philosophy. It would appear that in the 
initial stages poetry did not find support in orthodox circles 
and they looked at it with grave suspicion. This is eviden­
ced by the charge levelled by them at Poetry: ‘  Kavya lapamsca 
varjayet’ . Writers on poetics are at pains to refute this 
charge before they enter into discussions about details. The 
main point in the charge is that poetry is erotic mostly and 
ministers to realisation o f worldly passions and not spiritual 
values. It is pointed out in reply that the argument does 
not hold water inasmuch as all the ends o f  life accepted by 
the various schools o f thought can be realised by having 
recourse to poetry. Poetry sublimes the passions and paves 
the way for spiritual bliss. The four ends o f  life that were 
universally accepted in India were Dharma, Artha, Kama 
and Aloksa. Bhamaha and a host o f other writers declare 
with one voice that all these ends o f existence may be

XV
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realised by the aid o f Poetry.2 Moksa or Release is the 
summum bonum, and the other three purusarthas lead up to 
it. These latter are worldy ends in contradistinction 
to Moksa which is mostly otherworldly. One would wish 
to know more about the fruits o f  poetry here and now 
rather than hereafter. Writers on poetics are quite eloquent 
on the worldly benefits also that they claim for poetry. 
Thus Bharata observes —

‘The nature of DJiarma is brought home to the righteous; those 
who revel in pleasures of the flesh find their tastes catered t o ; 
the disobedient are tamed and the humble are taught self-control. 
The timid are trained in mariliness and energy is endowed to those 
who consider themselves powerful. The ignorant are enlightened 
and the wise become learned. Drama will provide rest for those 
afflicted with misery, fatigue and sorrow.’3

Mammata enumerates in his Kavyaprakaia the several 
results o f  poetry which are more or less repeated by all 
later writers. They are— “ Fame, Wealth, Training in social 
conduct, Prevention o f  the untoward, Instantaneous bliss, 
and Pleasing Instruction in the manner o f a loving wife” .4

2 Cf. ^ |

T̂rf?r ^ n
—Kavyalankara, I. 2.
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Mammata illustrates each o f the above items by quoting 
instances o f poets such as Kalidasa. Thus it will be seen 
that poetry was held to minister to the needs o f the body as 
well as the mind, to secure utilitarian as well as spiritual ends. 
Poetry was not valued merely for the sake o f delight that it 
brought but also for the instruction it combined. The 
words o f W .F.H. K ing—

“All votes he gains who can unite 
Profit with pleasure, and delight 
His reader’s fancy, all the time 
He gives instruction couched.” 

very well summarise the view  o f those ancient writers.
However, we have got to take stock o f the actual 

achievement o f Sanskrit poetry before we come to a close. 
In the early beginnings o f Sanskrit literature we are faced 
with fresh primeval imagination o f great poets like Valmlki, 
Bhasa, Asvaghosa and Kalidasa, flooding the reader with 
feeling and fervour. What Theseus says to Hippolyta in 
A  Midsummer Night’s Dream can be very aptly applied 
with reference to those poets.

“The Poet’s eye, in a fine frenzy rolling
Doth glance from heaven to earth, from earth to heaven,
And as Imagination bodies forth 
The forms of things unknown, the poet’s pen 
Turns them into shapes, and gives to airy nothing 
A local habitation and a name.”

They did not strain after poetic effect. Sanskrit Muse 
in their hands took a natural and at the same time limpid 
course. It could be aptly said o f them in the words 
o f Nllakantba Dlksita—

‘Even the omniscience of God Siva who adorns his crest with, 
the moon is limited by his cognition of reality; the imagination 
of poets, however, surpasses even that by virtue of its boundless- 
extension which pervades spaces that even Siva is not aware of.
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Poetry enraptures us in various ways and turns us away from 
•other pursuits. A long stretch of time is spent as if  it were a 
moment. In all this, poetry, indeed, stands comparison with a 
clever wife.

Poets verily play upon language as musicians do on instru­
ments to produce effects which are appealing to the ear by the 
melody of sound.’5

This praise o f poets or satkaviprasamsa as it is famili­
arly known, forms an important subject o f  treatment in 
many Sanskrit literary compositions. As representative o f 
these, we may select a writer vi^., Mankhuka, the author 
o f Snkantha-carita. His observations are embodied in the 
ornate language o f poetry. We shall content ourselves 
with translating some relevant verses—

‘That profound secret of poetic compositions which a scholar 
who diligently labours at the feet of a teacher may rarely grasp is 
traceable only to the efficacy of innate genius. Those that have a 
desire to enter the field of literature without knowing the secrets of 
sound learning are like those out to swallow the deadliest poison with­
out first acquainting themselves with the hymns of Garuda. That 
well developed power of composing verses, full of sentiments and 
ripe with several meanings, unfolds itself to only a few.6 One can

TcSraRTT *nfr W l f # :  I
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find out the scholarly accomplishment of a poet from the energetic 
way in which the poem is narrated. Only that emperor of poets is 
deserving of praise who possesses the white umbrella of fame shin­
ing as far as the skies and at whose desire the array of soldiers in 
the form of meanings and words issue forth at once.7

But the latter stages o f  the Sanskrit literary epoch saw 
a rapid decline in the taste o f the poets as well as the 
critics. More emphasis began to be laid on outward 
embellishments and consequently they missed the essence. 
They began to revel in artificial fancies and conceits and 
were very fond o f wordplay and obscure elaboration. The 
use o f unwieldy compounds, incessant puns, alliterations 
and assonances, recondite allusions and other literary 
devices became their favourite forte. Thus all the works 
written in this age o f decadent taste may be said to be coins 
from the same mould, since we find everywhere the same 
literary flourishes and consummate conceits. The difference 
can be discerned only in the theme which serves no better 
purpose than a peg on which to hang their artificial display.

These writers handle their materials as with a gloved 
hand; they shrink from a plain word without a decorating 
epithet as from something coarse or undignified. There is 
veneer and glittering gilt over everything. They speak 
through a muffler o f artifice. They look at things through 
gauze and turn away their face from the simple truths. 
Thoughts trip through their verses with the mincing step
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o f a minuet. They were the victims o f  a convention 
(Kavisamaya) that sought in language a gaudy substitute 
for the thing instead o f  its close fitting garment; and in the 
realm o f pure poetry, where we look for lofty thought and 
vivid imagination, they were denied open vision and free 
soaring flights. They sang in a cage and not upon a 
branch. Though they wield language with such astonish­
ing skill, they seldom work the miracles with it that 
proclaim the divine poet. The most brilliant electric light 
is not sunshine.

Even Banabhatta who himself, in a sense, was partly 
responsible for this love o f artificiality in Indian taste, is 
constrained to observe in his Harsacarita: 

santi svdna ivasankhyah jdtibhdjo grhe grhe J 
utpddakd na bahavah kavayah sarabha iva ||

in connection with the low ebb to which spontaneity had 
descended. This fact indeed provoked many good writers 
to condemn the poetasters in unequivocal terms and it is 
technically known as Kukavininda. Here again Mankhuka 
may be quoted at length in so far as he is the foremost o f 
such writers—

“How can one who has not suckled sufficiently long the 
breasts—composition and learning—of mother Sarasvatl, eat day 
after day the hard food of melodious composition, undeveloped as 
he is in all the parts? What can those poets who have no know­
ledge of the terminations of words, who never had any acquaintance 
with the meanings of words and who have very little of the poetic 
faculty in them, produce, when they attempt at writing verses 
worthy of praise ? I f  there be proper thoughts, the expressions are 
not correct; if  the expressions are also correct, there is no sty le ; if  
there is a style, whence is the proper position of words to come? I f  
the words also are properly joined, there is nothing novel and 
peculiar in the method; and even when one has all these there is no 
appropriate depiction of sentiments. Alas! the art of writing verses



is  very difficult of comprehension. A poem is not eititled to be 
ranked with the best o f poems if  it is not brimming with the 
flow of charming sentiments though it may be adorned with 
hundreds of figures, and full of resounding words and excellently 
composed. Those that have not studied the nature and qualities 
of poems may have recourse to monkey-tricks every now and then 
through a desire of getting distinction as poets. But they will fall 
down perplexed at every step like the young birds which, with un­
fledged wings, make numerous attempts to fly up per force.8 Will 
the Muse of poetry live in the ruined house of that poem, loose in 
style, not clear in meaning and which cannot stand any criticism— 
in a house which is set up by being fitted up with the pillars of 
complementary verses composed by others who are competent and 
who know the art of building?”9

Mankhuka himself, it must not be forgotten, subs­
cribed to the view that
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“Mere grace is not enough; a play should thrill 
The hearer’s soul, and move it at its w ill” 

as is clear from the following stanza o f  his—
“The equivocation employed in the composition of poets o f  

great merit due to their erudition, obtained by a careful study of the 
sciences, shines indeed brilliantly. For where has not the digit 
of the moon obtained a pleasant and faultless state, though he be 
waning, since he is in contact with the head of &iva who is the lord 
of the moveable and the static?”10
y j/  Nllakantha Dlksita, however, is not prepared to go to 
this length. His remarks on the decadent .taste that took 
possession o f Classical Sanskrit poetry in its later stages is 
very striking and significant.

“Though figures of speech become beautiful by the peculiar 
blend of imagery, they often are to be regretted when employed in 
poetic composition devoid of suggested sense. It is this latter that 
is the essence of poetry and in its absence, figures of speech will be 
as absurd as ornaments put on a corpse whence life has departed. 
B y the unfortunate influence of the kali age, people are showing 
more and more fondness in ostentatious play on words and mean­
ings instead o f the Suggestive Pathway (o f  poetry) which is 
appreciated by the learned. This can, of course, be compared to  
their enthusiasm in colloquial speech in place of Vedic lore. Fools 
are setting about to compose poetry imagining that it consists 
in mere arrangement of words. They will certainly meet with no 
better fate than that of children who drown themselves in water 
thinking that swimming consists in mere movement of hands and 
feet. Not only do such poetasters suffer a hell of strain themselves, 
but they make the others also suffer as much and sometimes even

10 ^rfwrsfgr:

w t # -  
Ipr jtctt prHarat fpTfatT II

-Op. cit.
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more. Only the pangs of labour which the mother of an iniquitous 
child suffers from the moment of its conception up to the 
minute of its parturition, can stand comparison with this.”11

We may borrow the words o f an English poet to 
describe the fate o f  at least some world in later Sanskrit 
literature.

“Here is a barrenness of inspiration,
Here is a species of sterility of the mind,
An impotence and a glatulence combined with conspiration

of the brain
When every cerebral contortion’s vain.”

t: sfN'fnrr I■o

?rrr n
faisfcSPT I
STFcftSfTTPft FnT̂ FT̂ TT 'TFKFTW IIO 'S ^

IT??T: PPT |
sn«i ^  n

T̂TKif% q̂ sFr s$m f̂ar f̂tsfsRr ^ i
Trvrk^Tf?: SRRR̂ TT̂  ^ II

fSivalilarnava.



XVI

INDIAN DEFINITIONS OF POETRY

The abiding value o f  poetry is attested by the persis­
tence with which generation after generation o f critics—  
Indian as well as Western— have studied, discussed and 
defended it. By poetry the average man means writings in 
verse. But in Sanskrit Alankara works the word Kavya is 
used in a wider sense to denote all varieties o f literature 
which claim primarily to be works o f  art and not contri­
butions to knowledge or science (Sastra). Every piece o f 
writing which seeks first o f all to afford pleasure to its 
readers— whether it is written in prose like Bana’s Kadam- 
bari or in verse in Kalidasa’s Kaghuvamsa or in the form o f 
drama as Bhavabhuti’s Uttarariimacarita— would be called 
Kavya. “ The antithesis o f  poetry is not prose, but science”  
■said Coleridge and the truth o f this statement has been 
realised by more than one writer o f Alattkdraiastra. The 
question therefore, to which they attempt an answer is the 
differentiation o f the poetical from the prosaic.

A  close study o f  the earlier writers on Sanskrit poetics 
like Bhamaha, Dandin and Vamana will reveal that litera­
ture was not considered, cultivated and studied in ancient 
India as an end in itself. It was more often than not con­
sidered just a means to serve higher ends such as Dharma 
(Righteousness) or Artha (Wealth), K irti (Fame) or P rjti 
(Popularity). It is Mammata belonging to the 12th century 
a .d . that gives due credit to the aspect o f pleasure that 
literature affords. He has expressly mentioned in his vrtti 
(gloss) on the second Kdrikd o f his Kavyaprakasa that
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aesthetic delight overtops all the other uses o f poetry.1 
Dhananjaya, the author o f the Dasarupaka has even gone to 
the extent o f making fun o f ancient writers on the subject2 
who did not recognise the importance o f aesthetic pleasure 
( Rasa). But even these writers appear to have thought 
that the primary purpose o f poetry is the edification o f 
kings. As Kuntaka puts it, ‘the avowed object o f poetry 
is the guidance o f rulers and princes along channels con­
ducive to the welfare o f the state. For, otherwise,— if left 
to themselves— they may misuse their power’ .3 And in this 
atmosphere, it is no wonder that we miss in Alankara 
works subjective criticism o f literary works. But great 
poets are not o f one age, but o f  all time. Sanskrit theorists 
concerned themselves with the study o f literature and 
arrived at their own solution o f essential or intrinsic 
characteristics. The qualities o f  matter as well as o f manner 
were recognised and codified.

1 Cf. ‘sakalaprayojanamaulibhutam samanantarameva samudbhutam 
vigalitavedydntaram anandarh.

—Kavyaprakaia, p. 8, Jhalkikar’s Edn.
2 See dnandanisyandisu rupakesu vyutpattimdtram

phalamalpabuddhih I 
yopitihasadivadaha sddhustasmai namali svddupardnmukhdya li

—Da&ariipaka, p. 2, N. S. Edn.
3 Rdjaputrah khalu samdsdditasvavibhavah samastajagativyavastha- 

kdritdm pratipadyamdndh sldghyopadesasunyatayd svatantrdh santah 
samucitasakalavyavaharocchedam pravartayitum, prabhavantltyetadar- 
thametadvyutpattaye vyatitasaccaritardjacaritam tannidarsanaya niba- 
dhnanti kavayah.

— Vakroktijivita, p. 4, Calcutta Edn.
See also for the same idea Visvanatha’s Sahityadarpana,

p. 19, N. S. Edn.
12



y  But what is poetry? Answers to this question are 
legion and most o f the definitions o f Poetry which are the 
commonplaces o f Western literary criticism such as “ poetry 
is a criticism o f life,”  “ poetry is woven in the iridescent 
tissue o f immortal dreams,”  “ poetry is distilled from the 
blood o f a man’s heart” , leave the reader none the wiser. 
N o doubt they may satisfy the high-brow but they leave 
the plain man still with his difficulty. On the other hand, 
the definitions evolved by Sanskrit theorists have always 
kept the plain man in view and they are singularly devoid 
o f this defect.

I f  we analyse the raw material o f poetry into its 
constituent elements we find that it consists o f nothing 
more than words which have some meaning. This analysis 
served as the basis for many definitions o f poetry at the 
hands o f  Sanskrit theorists. Many o f them are descriptions 
o f poetry rather than definitions. Some give prominence to 
form, others to meaning intended such as Rasa. In the 
history o f Alankara literature, almost every author o f  note 
has made his own contribution to the problem o f the 
essence o f poetry, at the same time trying to pour ridicule 
on the definitions o f others and to justify his own position. 
In this short paper only a very brief sketch o f the chief 
divergent views and their worth in the light o f Western 
criticism is attempted. For the sake o f convenience, the 
chronological order o f  the works will be followed.

Bharata’s Ndtyasastra is the earliest work preserved 
which treats, though incidentally, o f  the problem o f poetry. 
Bharata is famous in the history o f Sanskrit poetics as the 
exponent o f the theory o f Rasa. His oft-quoted Sutra 
relating to Rasa is—“ Tatra vibhdvdnub ha vavyabhicdri-samyogud- 
rasanispattih” . It should be noted in this connection that
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the Rasa theory o f  Bharata has in view such various sub­
jects as music, histrionics, and dramaturgy. It was left to 
later commentators like Abhinavagupta to evolve a full- 
fledged doctrine o f Rasa particularly applicable to poetry as 
such. It is interesting to observe that at the beginning o f 
the 21 st chapter o f the Natya-sastra. Bharata says “ Ttivrttam 
tu kcivyasya sariram parikJrtit^mi’ . ‘T he plot may be des­
cribed as the body o f  poetry,’ and there can be no doubt 
that Bharata meant Rasa to be its at man or ‘Soul’ though 
he has not mentioned it in so many w ords. Thus the 
controversies ra g in g o n  the body and soul o f poetry in 
Sanskrit Alankara works seem to have taken their start with 
Bharata. And when we find Coleridge saying ‘The essence 
o f poetry consists in the excitement o f emotion for the 
immediate purpose o f pleasure through the medium o f 
beauty’, we cannot but think that this was anticipated by 
sage Bharata hundreds o f years ago.

We step into poetics proper in the Kcivyalarikara o f  
Bhamaha. His statement Sabdarthau sahitau kavyam’ (Word 
and meaning together constitute poetry) sounds more like 
a layman’s opinion o f poetry. It appears so only at first 
sight. Closer examination reveals to us that the definition 
o f Bhamaha is not so childish as it looks. Bhamaha never 
means that any and every word expressive o f some mean­
ing or other makes poetry. It is only the right word 
expressive o f the right meaning that is suitable in the con­
text; and the beauty o f such compositions is achieved with 
the help o f (a set of) figures o f speech and qualities o f  
style. Avoidance o f patent defects which are also cata­
logued, goes a long way in raising a piece o f writing to the 
level o f literature. As W. Basil Worsfold says, “ The three
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distinct and characteristic elements o f excellence, the pre­
sence o f which can be discerned in varying degrees in 
works o f literature, are— matter, manner and the capacity to 
please” ,1 and Bhamaha seems to have taken into account all 
these in framing his definition o f poetry. The implication 
and significance o f the word sahitau in Bhamaha’s defini­
tion quoted above may very well be summarised in the 
words o f Prof. A .C . Bradley thus:— “ I f  substance and form 
mean anything in the poem, then each is involved in the 
other, and the question in which o f them the value lies has 
no sense.” 2 Poetry essentially consists o f form and sub­
stance and just as there is no substance apart from form, so 
there is no form apart from substances. It follows, there­
fore, that in poetry, form and substance must have a 
mutual and innate relation.

N ow  the question arises whether Bhamaha was 
thoroughly ignorant o f  the theory o f Rasa so ably pro­
pounded by Bharata. A  perusal o f the Kavydlatikdra will 
reveal that he was aware o f it but he did not assign the 
highest place to it. As Ruyyaka says in his Alankara- 
sarvasva, Bhamaha and his followers gave that paramount 
position to figures o f  speech.3 Rasa was included under 
one o f them, Viz. Rasavat. But Bhamaha does not at all go 
against the views o f  Bharata when be speaks o f figures o f 
speech, for Bharata had also recognised and classified them. 
It is not certain whether they part company even as

1 Judgment in Literature, p. 18.
2 Oxford Lectures on Poetry, p. 16.
3Cf. tadevamalankdrd eva kavye pradhanam iti pracydndm matam.

—Alankdrasarvasva, p. 7, Trivandrum Edn.
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regards Rasa, since Bharata nowhere treats o f Rasa Qnly in 
respect o f Kdvya to the exclusion o f all other arts. Figures 
o f speech surely charm the reader and beautify the design; 
but if  they are overdone, they elicit at best mere admiration 
and as a matter o f fact, they most often create disgust- 
Even as in the English Literature o f the 17th century, in 
the history o f classical Sanskrit Literature also, the employ­
ment o f  the various figures o f speech, both o f sound 
( Sabdalatikara)  and o f sense (Arthdlankdra) ,  became the 
avowed object o f the poets— more often o f poetasters—  
after the period o f Asvaghosa and Kalidasa. ‘ Such pleasure 
as they give is purely intellectual and is intellectually 
frivolous’ . But this was the pleasure sought and found by 
the intelligentsia (Sahrdayas) o f the period o f decline and 
fall o f  Sanskrit Literature. Simile and metaphor and a 
host o f other things quite inessential to poetry were their 
great engrossing pre-occupation and were prized the more 
in proportion as they were far-fetched. The poets’ ideal 
was to startle by novelty and amuse by ingenuity. This 
school o f Bhamaha which has come to be called the 
Alankara school by modern writers on Sanskrit Poetics 
had, in later times, many followers such as Udbhata and 
Rudrata. These later writers— Dandin included among 
them (?)— either add new figures to the list o f existing ones 
or classify them according' to some other principle. In 
essence they do not differ from Bhamaha in holding that 
Alankaras are all in all in poetry.

The next important writer after Bhamaha is Dandin. 
His definition o f Kavya is— ‘San ram tdvadistarthavyavacchinnd 
padavali.’ (With respect to the body it consists o f a series 
o f words, qualified by the sense which the poet wishes to 
express.) One might be tempted at first sight to correlate
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it with Jagannatha’s definition o f poetry in his Rasa- 
gangddhara, viz. ‘ramamydrthapratipddakah sabdah kavyam’ 
and say that be gives more emphasis to the word or the 
form than to its substance which is given the subordinate 
place o f a visesana (adjective) in the latter definition. This 
is what Sovani and Kane have actually done. But istdrtha 
does not mean ramaniydrtha. It means vivaksitdrtha as 
Taruna Vacaspati has pointed out and should be translated 
as ‘sought to be expressed’ . Dandin gives a very wide 
significance to the term Alankdra which indicates some 
progress from Bhamaha. He says— ‘Kdvyalobhdkdrdn 
dharmanalankdran pracaksate’ . (All attributes adding beauty 
to poetry go by the name o f Alankdra). Thus the Gum, 
and RTti or Mdrga are also included under it. So to 
differentiate him from the Alankura school o f Bhamaha 
who assigns the first place to figures o f speech, he has often 
been accredited as the propagator o f the R jti school, though 
the word R jti itself never occurs in his Kdvyddarsa. He 
accepts the Vaidarbhi and Gaudiyd styles whose essence 
consist o f Gunas which were later on well defined by 
Vamana. Thus though Dandin is in the main a follower o f 
Bhamaha, he differs from him in more than one detail.

As we have already seen, although the word sarjra 
has been used both by Bharata and Dandin in their defini­
tions o f poetry and though this implies that they must have 
had something else in mind as the soul residing in that 
body, they hav<= not expressly mentioned it anywhere in 
their works and the credit o f having first tackled the pro­
blem o f Atman or soul o f Kavya undoubtedly goes to 
Vamana. When he declares in one o f the Sutras o f the 
Kdvydlankdrasutravrtti that style or diction is the soul o f 
poetry (Rltirdtm d Kdvyasya), it is nothing but Dandin’s
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position pushed to its logical conclusion. In minor matters 
o f  detail as, for example, the RTtis being Gunas, he gene­
rally follows his predecessors. Vamana’s doctrine o f R lti 
seems to correspond to that o f the English school o f 
literary criticism which held that ‘Style is the man’ . The 
concrete features o f a good style oFwriting enumerated by 
Schopenhauer in his essay on “ Authorship and Style”  can 
be brought under one or the other o f Vamana’s Gunas and 
as such under one o f the R Ttis. According to Schopen­
hauer, thoughts must get their clearest, finest and most 
powerful expression. Clarity, beauty and power are the 
three qualities emphasised by him. By clarity he means 
the expression o f thoughts “ as purely, clearly, definitely 
and concisely as ever possible” . This is secured by the use 
o f words which are precise and apt.1 The truth under­
lying the sharp distinction between VaidarbhJ and GaudTya 
RTtis which is recognised by Dandin and Vamana seems to 
be borne out by a passage found in Winchester.2— “ There 
are, in general, two opposite tendencies in personal expres­
sion: on the one hand to clearness and precision; on the 
other to largeness and profusion. The difference between 
the two may be seen by comparing such poetry as that o f 
Matthew Arnold with that o f Tennyson or such prose as 
that o f Newman with that o f Jeremy Taylor. Minds o f one 
class insist on sharply divided ideas, on clearness o f image, 
on temperance and precision o f epithet. Their style we 
characterise as chaste or classic. The other class have... 
more abundant and vivid imagery, more wealth o f colour,

1 Quoted by V. Raghavan in his article on Riti, Kuppuswami 
Sastri Commemoration Volume, p. 107.

2 Some principles of Literary criticism, Chapter 4th.
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but less sharpness o f definition. Their thoughts seem to 
move through a lush growth o f imagery. They tend to be 
ornate and profuse in manner, eager in temper.”  But after 
all is said and done, Vamana’s view o f style as the'life o f 
poetry, empties, to borrow the words o f Prof. A.C. Bradley, 
‘poetry o f its meaning. It is really a doctrine o f form for 
form’s sake. It is o f  no consequence what a poet says, so 
long as he says the things well. The ‘what’ is poetically 
indifferent; it is the ‘how ’ that counts. Matter is nothing; 
the form, the treatment is everything’ .1 In poetic experience 
we never apprehend expression without reference to mean­
ing. It is a unified experience where both are cognised and 
appreciated simultaneously. One cannot be abstracted 
from the other. But in theory it is interesting to note that 
it has found support in the greatest poet-critic o f Germany, 
Goethe, when he regards poetry as primarily an art and 
insists upon form, and power o f artistic expression in all 
poetry worth the name.

Next comes Anandavardhana whose Dhvanyaloka is an 
epoch-making work in the history o f Sanskrit Poetics. His 
unique contribution to the Alankuraiastra is the doctrine 
o f  Dhvani or suggestion though he himself claims for it 
previous currency among Indian critics.2 Dhvanikdvya is 

/defined as follows— “ That kind o f poetry in which the directly 
7/ex pressed word and sense become subordinate to suggested 
/  sense is called Dhvani by scholars.” 3 Suggestive poetry is

1 Oxford Lectures on Poetry, p. 7.
2Cf. kdvyasyatma dhvaniriti bud7uziryah samamndtapurvah... 

(Dhvanyaloka, 1. 1).
3 yatrarthah sabdo vd tamarthamupasarjamkrta-svarthau I

vyanktah kavyavisesah sa dhvaniriti suribhih kathitah ll
—Ibid, 1. 13.
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poetry par excellence. But poetry devoid o f suggestion is 
also given a place under the class o f Kavya. It is Citrakdvya. 
I f  Dhvani were the soul o f poetry, then, nothing bereft o f it 
could be poetry. Then again, suggestion or Dhvani is not 
uniform. It is triple in character. The suggestion may be 
o f (i) Vastu (matter) or (2) Alankdra (embellishment) or (3) 
Rasa. The highest place is given only to Rasa-Dhvani and 
not to the other two. But poetry where the plot or figures 
o f speech are suggested is not excluded from the domain o f  
poetry but are given a subordinate position. This also 
involves a difficulty as Visvandtha has pointed out.1 Riddles 
and conundrums, where also there is some suggested sense 
other than the expressed one, will have to be brought 
under the class o f Vastudhvani. Further, when Ananda­
vardhana says—

yo’rthassahrdayasldghyah kuvydtmeti vyavasthitah 1 
vdcyapratiyamdndkhyau tasya hhedhavubhau smrtau n

— Op. Cit, p. 12., N.S. Edn. 
there seems to be contradiction o f what he himself said 
earlier. Here the author declares that ‘Artha ’ is the soul o f 
poetry and that Vacya (expressed) and Pratjyamdna (sug­
gested) are two varieties o f Artha. It logically follows that 
Vdcydrtha is as much the soul o f poetry as the Vrafiyamdna- 
or Vyangydrtha. Mahimabhatta in his Vyaktiviveka has not 
forgotten to point out this inconsistency, among many 
others, in the Dhvanyaloka.

Despite all these contradictions (which are remedied 
by later writers like Visvanatha), the fact remains that the 
docrine o f Dhvani marked a great advance in the history o f 
Sanskrit poetics. The centre o f gravity shifted gradually

1 Cf. tiahityadarpana, p. 4, P. V. Kane’s Edn.
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from Sab dart ha, Alankara, Guna and RTti to Dhvani and 
indeed the doctrine is sound in its essentials. It is not 
merely the presence o f some excellence or o f figures that 
accounts for a piece being called great literature. Words 
may be said to lie dead in a dictionary, skeletons without 
flesh and blood. “ But as soon as they escape into a living 
sentence, they gain individuality and catch subtle shades o f 
meaning which no dictionary can define, a meaning not 
purely intellectual, and capable o f infinite variation accord­
ing to the genius o f  him that uses them. We say that such 
language suggests more than it expresses.1 One great merit 
o f Anandavardhana is that he fixed once and for all the 
relative positions o f Rasa, Guna, Dosa and Alankara which 
were tacitly adopted by later writers. I f  we consider 
figuratively poetry to be a person, word and meaning would 
consitute his bodv and Rasa his life; excellences o f style 
would be like the qualities o f valour and wisdom. Defects 
in style would be similar to the ailments like lameness and 
blindness. RTtis vould be comparable to the harmonious 
disposition o f the limbs and poetic figures to the ornaments 
to be worn on the body.

We may note in this connection that Dr. J. Nobel 
appears to have made a mistake in thinking that “ sahrdaya- 
hrdayahladi-sabdarthamayatvameva kavyalaksanam,”  is the 
definition o f the Dhvanikara.2 The above quoted statement 
which occurs in the Vrtti on the first Kdrikd forms part o f 
the doctrines o f the objector. The paragraph starts with 
the words Anye bruyuh. It is the view held by critics who 
did not admit o f Dhvani and not by the Dhvanikara.

1 De Selinconrt ‘Oxford Lectures on Poetry’, p. 10.
2 Foundations of Indian Poetry, p. 81.
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Another noteworthy definition o f Kavya is that o f 
Mammata, a great authority on Sanskrit Alankdrasdstra. 
It is— '■'■tadadosau sabdarthau sagundvanalankrti punah kvupi.”  
It has been almost verbatim accepted by Hemacandra.

• Poetry consists, according to these writers, o f  word 
and sense, both combined, free from faults, full o f 
excellences and sometimes even without figures o f speech. 

/This definition, it will be seen, does not in essence, 
differ from that o f Bhamaha and Dandin. A  noteworthy 
feature o f Mammata is the subordinate place he assigns to 
Alankdras or figures o f speech. In this he has been 
influenced by the Dhvani-school. But it is a compliment to 
his conservatism that he did not brush aside the theories o f 
the ancients though he was convinced o f the truth o f the 
later Dhvani doctrine.

Visvanatha, though generally a follower o f Mammata 
has mercilessly criticised each and every word o f the 
latter’s definition. These criticisms, it must be noted, are 
well-pointed and, for the most part, justified. The logical 
conclusion o f  the theory o f Dhvani meant giving the highest 
place to Rasa in all poetry. Mammata and to some extent 
even Anandavardhana felt shy o f saying it in so many 
words and evaded the issue. The credit o f having boldly 

\come forward with his definition “ vdkyam rasdtmakam 
\kdvyam”  goes to Visvanatha. What his predecessors had 
‘ been tacitly taking for granted without acknowledging 

it was given expression to in his definition which is 
theoretically precise. But from the practical point o f view, 
descriptions like those o f  a flowing river or a blooming 
flower, where the chrrm consists in the expressed sense or 
the figures o f speech present, do not come under the pur­
view o f poetry according to this definition. The definition
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serves little or no purpose from the student’s point o f 
view  because unless he knows the doctrine o f Rasa in all 
its details, he cannot understand the full import o f the 
definition. It is but poor consolation to be told that in all 
poetry where there is no Rasa, there is at least Rasdbhasa, a 
semblance o f Rasa, which indeed helps us in calling it 
poetry though not poetry o f the highest kind. For all 
practical purposes, Mammata’s definition is very serviceable. 
Thus though Visvanatha’s definition is not immune from 
defects it goes a long way in assigning the proper place to 
Rasa which was faintly envisaged by Bharata and more 
vividly elucidated by Anandavardhana. As against the R iti 
school, it opens their eyes to the fact that ‘there is a con­
ception o f poetry which is not fulfilled by pure language 
and liquid versification, with the simple and, so to speak, 
colourless pleasure which they afford; but involves the 
presence in them o f  something which moves and touches 
in a special and recognisable way’ .1 The most serious 
objection to the definition o f V  svanatha is that a ban shall 
have to be placed on a bulk o f poetical literature which has 
distinctly a charm in it but has not necessarily in it any 
predominant sentiment. Such things have been generally 
accepted as coming under the head o f poetry by a majority 
o f literary critics o f  all ages and climes.

Jagannatha, the author o f the R asagangadhara is the 
last great writer on Sanskrit Poetics. According to him a 
Kavya is a word which conveys a charming sense (Ramam- 

yarthapratipudakah sabdah). Thus the essence o f Kdvya, 
according to this definition consists in charmingness or 
Ramaniyata. This charmingness belongs to an idea whose

1 A.E. Housman— ‘The Name and Nature of Poetry’, p. 11.
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knowledge produces an extraordinary delight. And the 
extraordinariness or lokottaratva is something which can be 
known only by experience and which may be styled as 
camatkaratva or strikingness. This camatkaratva is the 
essence o f poetry which it is impossible to define or des- 

~ cribe in so many words, but which can be only felt by a 
person who is a sahrdaya, who has the faculty which springs 
from culture and ripe judgment.1

Against this definition, however, it may be said that it 
does not help a student to recognise or distinguish what 
composition deserves to be called Kavya. T o  say simply that 
what is charming or striking is a Kavya does not take us 
any further. Besides Jagannatha is o f opinion that the 
word and meaning ( Sabda and Artha)  do not together 
constitute poetry. According to him the words alone are 
referred to by the name Kavya as is corroborated by 
everyday-experience. People speak o f poetry being read 
loudly, o f its meaning being understood and sometimes o f 
its meaning being not understood though poetry was heard, 
all the while having in their minds the idea o f words.2 It 
has already been pointed out when considering Bhamaha’s 
definition that questions o f this kind pertaining to the 
relative importance o f word or meaning in poetry are futile.

' ramanlyata ca lokottarahladajanakajndnagocaratd. Lokottaratvam 
cdhladagataicamatkdratvdparaparydyo ’ nubhavasaksiko jativisesah. 
Karanam ca tadavacchinne bhdvandvisesali punahpunaranusandhd- 
ndtmd.

—The Rasagangadhara, p. 4, N. S. Edn.
2Cf. "&abddrthayugalam na kdvyasabdavacyam. Mdndbhdvdt; 

kdvyamuccaih pathyate, kdvyddartho’vagamyate, kdvyam srutamartho 
na jndtah, ityddi viivajaninavyavahdratah; pratyuta visesasabdasyaAva 
kdvyapaddrthatvapratipattesca” . Op. Cit., p. 5.
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Before concluding, two other theories o f poetry 
advanced by Kuntaka and Ksemendra respectively may be 
noticed. These have been reserved to the last instead o f 
being treated earlier in so far as they represent not so much 
new theories o f Kavya but attempts at bringing all the 
specific conceptions o f Riti, Rasa, Guna, Alankara and 

j Dhvani under a more general principle. Kuntaka took the 
I cue from Bhamaha and highly elaborated the doctrine o f 
I Vakrokti in his work VakroktijTvita. According to him 

| Vakrokti is the essence o f poetry and by Vakrokti he 
I understands the peculiarity capable o f producing extra- 
/ ordinary charm (l^okottaracamatkarakdrivaicitrya). Kuntaka 

j distinguishes six varieties o f Vakrata under the one or the 
other o f which he brings in all figures o f speech, Rasa, 
Dhvani, Guna and Rjti.

Ksemendra in his Aucityavicdracarca maintains that 
j Aucitya or appropriateness is the essence o f Rasa which in
I its turn constitutes the most important thing in Kavya. He 
’ ' defines Aucitya as the character o f that which is suitable or 

appropriate in its relation to another.1 In the doctrine o f 
Aucitya, Ksemendra appears simply to develop what had 
already been hinted at in the Dhvanyaloka where we find—  

/ anaucityadrte nanyad rasabhangasya karanam I 
prasiddhaucityabandhastu rasasyopanisat para n 
“ There is no other thing which mars Rasa than 

impropriety. The supreme secret o f Rasa consists in observ­
in g  the established rules o f propriety.”  Many varieties o f 
Aucitya are enumerated and illustrated in Ksemendra’s

1 ucitam prahuracaryah sadrsam hila yasya yat \ 
ucitasya ca yo bhavah tadaucityam pracahsate II

—Ibid. —Karika, 7, N. S. Edn.
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work. Rasa, Gum, R jti, Alariktiras, etc., can be useful only 
when there is Aucitya in them. It is worthy o f notice that 
Ksemendra has the sense o f humour to quote his own 
verses often to illustrate Anaucitya.

To conclude: in Sanskrit Poetics the definition o f 
poetry forms a veritable battle-ground. With the utmost 
subtlety and hair-splitting distinctions, every rhetorician 
has come forward to justify his own definition o f Poetry 
and to reject the definitions o f  others. Even this rapid 
survey o f the different schools o f Sanskrit Poetics has 
revealed to us that there has been a steady growth in the 
conception o f the nature o f poetry. From the beginnings 
in Bhamaha, where the exterior o f poetry receives considera­
tion at length, we come to attempts at solving the inner 
core o f it in Vamana and see their successful solution in 
Anandavardhana. Later writers like Visvanatha and 
Mammata made explicit the suggestions embodied in the 
Dhvanyaloka. Sanskrit theories o f poetry do not in any way 
suffer by comparison with the recognised theories o f 
Western criticism.



XVII

THE ESSENCE OF POETRY

W e all know that poets have been honoured in all 
cultured communities since the dawn o f civilization, and 
the abiding value o f poetry has never been contested either 
by apostles o f religion in the past or by the votaries o f 
science in our own times. But the question, ‘What 
is poetry?’ recurs/again and again in the history o f 
literary criticism and there is no end to the answers 
that have been given . . In general terms if  we say that 
poetry gives us delight which is unique or sui generis, it 
is perhaps begging the question; but it is nonetheless very 
true. Poets and critics have all freely expressed their 
views about poetry; their very diversity even with regard to 
the ‘essence’ o f poetry indicates that it must be something 
very elusive, i f  not mysterious. Everyone can enjoy 
poetry; but even masterminds may fumble when it comes 
to  defining its essence./ The few words that I might 
say now can have no pretensions, then, to finality; they 
can represent at the most an individual approach though 
I would endeavour to base my remarks on the findings 
•of ancient Indian theorists.

II

^It is easier, I believe, to indicate what poetry is not 
than to explain what poetry is. / Poetry is not common 
talk on the one hand ( r̂rd) and organised science on the 
other (sttft). ‘The sun has set; the birds are returning 
to their nests’ is just talk, not poetry, though couched
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in metre, nrrafcf: 'rf'sm-- i f%
sfnwr). Such is the opinion o f Bhamaha, our earliest 
critic. He goes on to add that by persistent study and 
application one might master science; but poetry comes 
only to the gifted (^q^Tjprcr srefoftsarenr i t̂sjt 5 
5TTZI% 5TTg ,/^fhat unique gift o f the poet,
which cannot be acquired, is imagination or pratibha. 
But readers too possess it in some degree, though 
their imagination is not creative like that o f the poet 
They are sahrdayas; that: is why they respond to poetry

III

There are different kinds o f poetry depending on 
differences o f temperament and culture, o f tradition and 
purpose, in the poets. There are simple ballads treating 
o f ‘old, unhappy, far-off things and battles long ago’ . 
For their enjoyment all that is required in the reader is 
a simple taste for poetry. There are heroic epics which 
are narrative in theme and these also have a universal 
appeal. The secret o f their appeal is to be sought in 
the fundamental passions o f man which find a ready 
echo in every heart, and which have found imaginative 
and noble expression. Music and rhythm, metaphors 
and similes, will be there no doubt; but these will not 
attract special attention. On the other hand we may have 
satires where human failings are caricatured. We have, 
o f  course, lyrics where music and mood mingle harmo­
niously. /  Whatever the genre, if the poet is a highly 
educated one, all his learning and wisdom w ill be distilled 
in his lines and a corresponding degree o f cultivated 
sensTbHity is demanded o f the read er./If  we agree that 

In  all these the ‘essence’ o f poetry does exist, our
13
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definition o f it must be as inclusive as possible, and not 
exclusive.

IV

Let us take an example:

f R t  JTRffacT: SPS 5TOT I
11 [Mahanataka]

Even a wreath I wouldn’t place on thy neck 
Lest it should come between us;

But now between us stand, alas,
Rivers, oceans and hills.

Rama is addressing his lost Slta in these words which 
find a ready echo in our hearts. W e share his poignant 
suffering and we feel the beauty o f  the language simul­
taneously. The language o f the poet is somewhat con­
ventional and figurative because the theme demands it; 
and is not just decorative. W e recognise the beauty o f 
poetic language by the out-of-the-way grace acquired by 
words and meanings And the haunting sweet­
ness o f diction is unmistakable (i.e. jttw rt) , the hallmark 
o f ehe Graceful style (tsTffftfcT). Such would be the 
rough analysis o f the literary theorist. But the very 
starting point o f  his analysis is his enjoyment o f the 
sentiment, which is Rasa, Love-in-separation (fas^^reF^R) 
here. The poet has invested his expression with beauty 
by his original use o f  figures and sung o f  a theme which 
cannot fail to stir the sensitive reader to his very depths.

In India Vak or Speech has always been described 
as sFT*rsp|, the Celestial Cow that milks whatever you 
ask for. The poet is indeed her pet calf since the best 
part o f her milk is got by him:—
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?R  ?TT?q t o : *T s rn m frrfo p T ^  f f  q: 11

The essence o f poetry, then, is the enjoyment (rasa) o f the 
cultivated reader (sahrdaya) rich in poetic sensibility, an 
enjoyment which is valued for its own sake and which on 
analysis involves the appreciation o f distinct qualities 
(gunas) in s<yle (riti)— qualities inhering in form (sabda) 
as well as content (artba), and which more often than not 
reveal turns o f speech or imagery (alankara) deliberately 
made remote from the common ways o f daily talk or o f 
science. But how do words in poetry serve to evoke 
aesthetic delight, the same words which we use for other 
purposes in our lives ? That is indeed a question which 
takes us to the depths o f the poetic process on the one 
hand and realms o f  psychology on the other. The answer 
ably indicated by Anandavardhana is Dhvani or suggestion. 
The dictionary use o f words and the emotive use o f the 
same words in poetry are to be carefully distinguished and 
such a unique power is the very secret o f  elusive poetry. 
That is the very test by which we recognise the true from 
false in poetry. I f  figures o f speech and high styles do 
not subserve the central function (vyapara) o f poetry 
which is Dhvani, they ring artificial on our ears and there 
is no aesthetic enjoyment which is o f  the very essence o f 
true poetry. xyAll that glitters is not gold though we all 
know that gold does glitter. This comprehensive principle 
o f poetry has been called Aucitya or Propriety and im­
propriety o f  any kind is another name for bad taste:—

T O W  1
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We could now sum up our position in some such way 
as this: The essence o f poetry is rooted in the capacity o f 
man to find unequalled delight when what is significant 
in life, i.e., the inmost experiences o f  the human personality 
in relation to fellow-men. external Nature or God, is 
presented in an organised way through the Imagination. A  
true poet is gifted with this magic power o f insight and 
his work, when true to his inspiration will embody
insights as valid as, and perhaps complimentary to, those 
which are the object o f the discursive and conceptual langu­
age.' But poetry is an art, first and foremost. That is to say, 
it embodies skill in the use o f language; and the recognition 
o f this skill involves perception o f qualities o f style and 
figures o f s p e c c k T h e y  are, like so many labels, tenta­
tive, not final. /JThey should not lead one to a false dicho­
tomy between matter and manner which are interfused 
inseparably (giraffe* ^ this skill o f the poet
which is responsible for rending the film o f  familiarity 
from even the most commonplace things he may be 
describing (fsCTcrf arfq I

^  £*n:) and the measure o f  his success can only be 
judged when the marriage between manner and matter is 
complete, when art does not outrun the demands made by 
emotion. Poetry thus partakes something o f the divine 
mystery and truly the poet has been bracketed with the Seer 
(jtftPt: His genius brings a freshness o f vision
and create an ideal world o f beauty and joy even out o f 
the most unwholesome material ̂  and add ‘the gleam,

* Cf. ^co ^
UTrif sTSTTf? ■Tjpf fef'T ^ 3r?3  I

Continued Next Page.



The light that never was on sea or land,
The consecration, and the poet’s dream.’

Such is the essence o f poetry, an amalgam o f the t 
imaginative, emotional, intellectual and artistic elements.
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— Continued from, Page 228.

JT5T ?mfcT II

Whether beautiful or ugly, exalted or lowly, furious or tender, 
profound or perverse, or even some airy abstraction, there is no 
subject which does not become aesthetic, once it is transformed 
by the imagination of the poet.



XVIII

RUYYAKA’S VIEWS ON THE NATURE 
OF POETIC CONTENT 

I

Early Indian rhetoricians like Bhamaha were concerned 
more with definitions and divisions o f particular figures o f 
speech or excellences in poetry than with an investigation 
o f  the general principle o f beauty underlying the alanharas 
or gunas. Their scattered hints, however, served as a 
starting point for philosophical enquiry in the succeeding 
period (9th— n th  century) which saw the birth o f  great 
classics o f Sanskrit literary criticism like the Dhvanyaloka 
and the VakroktijTvita. The sheet-anchor o f the N ew 
Criticism was the recognition o f the primary importance o f 
Rasa as the life-infusing principle o f poetry; and even great 
critics o f the Dhvani school— Bhatta Nayaka and Mahima- 
bhatta, for instance,— were agreed on this crucial fact. 
They differed only in their methods o f logically explaining 
rasa or aesthetic experience.

II

It would appear that these philosophical critics them­
selves regarded their activity as supplementing the analyti­
cal work o f the Old School. Though they point out that 
the ancients were lacking in a philosophical approach, they 
at the same time recognise the utility o f alankdras and gunas. 
D ue regard is paid to the rules o f the older theorists in all 
these matters, and their definitions o f particular figures or 
excellences accepted without hesitation by the new critics.



The credit o f having first attempted a synthesis o f all the 
material in Sanskrit poetics goes to Mammata; and his 
work Kavyaprakasa has long been accepted as an authori­
tative text-book. But we miss even in this book a real 
fusion o f the two approaches, the practical and the philo­
sophical. Some o f the chapters in the Kavyaprakasa appear 
to hang loose, without any strong connecting link. And 
this is true also o f the Siihityadarpana, a later text-book by 
Visvanatha.

But Ruyyaka, the immediate successor o f Mammata in 
the field o f Sanskrit poetics, is free from the above charge 
and deserves to be studied for the sake o f his approach, 
which does not mix up the O ld and the New Schools, and 
treats both separately acknowledging his debt to both. He 
keeps the two attitudes apart and distinct in his work, the 
Alankdrasarvasva, and is faithful to the spirit o f  both the 
schools in his treatment o f  figures. He could achieve a 
measure o f  precision and clarity, rare in Sanskrit poetics, 
by deliberately limiting his field to the treatment o f figures 
exclusively.

Ill

Ruyyaka starts his work by surveying the various 
schools o f Sanskrit poetics, and unmistakably shows how 
the authorities on the subject o f Figures o f Speech are the 
Old Critics ( Cirantanas) and how the ideas o f the Dhvani 
school provide the best logical explanation o f  the ‘essence’ 
or ‘soul’ o f poetry, the soul which is the veritable alankarya. 
He next addresses himself to the task o f expounding 
the alankdras systematically, and groups the arthdlankaras 
under the following heads:—
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(i) bhedabhedatulya— whete both difference and iden­
tity are manifest between the things compared; 
e.g., simile.

(ii) abhedapradhana— where identity between the two 
is super-imposed, e.g., metaphor.

(iii) (a) adhyavasHyamula— (sadhya)  where poetic fancy
is prominent (though the thing described is 
also mentioned) e.g., utpreksa.

(b) adhyavasuyamula— (siddha)  where poetic fancy 
involves exclusive mention o f the imagined 
object, e.g. atisayokti-

(iv) gamyamuna-aupamya— where likeness is just sug­
gested
(a) through words, e.g., dipaka, or
(b) through the sentence as a whole, e. g., 

prativastupamu.
(v) bhedapradhana— where difference is prominent e.g.,

vyatireka.
(vi) vyangyamula— where beauty is due to the sugges­

tive element o f epithets, as in samiisokti and o f 
puns, as in slesa.

(vii) virodhamula— where contrast is the principle o f  
beauty, e.g., virodba, asangati.

(viii) srnkhalabandha— where serial arrangement is strik­
ing, e.g., sara, ekavali.

(ix) tarkanyayamula— where the logical mode o f reason­
ing is poetically utilised, e.g., kavyatinga.

(x) vakyanyayamula— where the rules o f syntax are 
poetically utilised, e.g.,yathasamkhya.

(xi) lokanyayamula— where common experience is 
poetically utilised, e.g., vakrokti, etc.
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IV

Here, for the first time, the total number o f sixty and 
odd figures o f speech is brought under an intelligible 
scheme. It emerges from Ruyyaka’s treatment that the 
sources o f poetic beauty are mostly imagery, based on 
likeness or contrast, explicit or implicit, and through ex­
pressions which are themselves ordered or patterned either 
after the manner o f  the laws o f rhythm, logic and syntax,, 
or by conscious addition o f the graces o f speech in daily 
usage, such as wit and humour, irony and paradox. The 
element o f oddity in worldly experience is also utilised to 
advantage by the poet in figures like pratyanlka. It is 
clear throughout that the very measure o f poetic genius, 
lies in the artful use o f  alankdras (whose general 
name is, by the way, vakrokti) ,  and that the poetic 
process is nothing but a deliberate departure from the 
usual mode o f gossip (vdrtd) and systematized thought 
(sdstra).

In other words, alankdras are virtually made to appear 
as the ‘natural’ language o f poetry, and not just outward 
‘ornaments’ to be added or discarded. This position is at 
variance with the philosophical analysis o f the Dhvani 
school, according to which the very name alankdra loses 
all significance unless the literary critic can point to some 
‘suggested’ (vyangya) alankdrya or soul, viz., Rasa, Alankdra 
or Vastu, the three kinds o f Dhvani. It is a credo o f that 
school that poetic beauty is felt only in proportion to the 
beauty o f the suggested emotion or mood, figure o f speech 
or idea; and the first kind (viz., rasadi-dhvani) is the most 
beautiful.
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V
We are thus faced with the crucial question, ■ o f 

literary criticism— can alankaras contribute to poetic beauty 
directly, or can they do so only by being instrumental and 
paving the way for the suggested meaning? An acceptance 
o f  the Dhvani theory will lead us inevitably to the 
conclusion that all instances o f alankaras without appreciable 
suggestion are ‘inferior’ and third-rate poetry.1 Conser­
vative critical thought in Sanskrit is not prepared to 
concede this. The practice o f our Mahakavya writers 
and the opinion o f  orthodox commentators cannot be 
left out o f account in this connection. They point 
unmistakably to the fact that alankaras were deemed to be 
direct agents o f  poetic beauty and not just external 
appendages. While the Dhvani theory might highlight 
the critic’s appreciation and refine his judgement by 
making him alive to the significant contribution, to the 
total tone, o f even the minutest elements o f language 
like particles and pronouns, affixes, and suffixes, it does 
not throw much light on the workings o f  the poetic mind, 
because o f its over-emphasis on Rasa. Aesthetic psychology, 
founded on the experience o f the critic alone, is bound 
to be as partial as that grounded on the creative experience 
exclusively. A ll the same, the latter is at least as much, if  
not more, important to a sound literary theory. But Indian 
poetics before Ruyyaka appears to have omitted a detailed 
analysis o f it. Kuntaka, whose endeavour was to explain 
the workings o f the poetic imagination, more or less 
followed the example o f the masters o f  Dhvani and could

1 M. Hiriyanna, ‘Art Experience-2’, Art Experience (Kavyalaya) 
P- 29j5f.



not contribute much to this aspect o f the matter. T o  the 
philosopher-cum-critic Abhinavagupta we owe the exposi- 

'tion o f the Rasa theory in a way which comprehends 
both the poet’s creative moment and the critic’s aesthetic 
experience, in one sweep o f  metaphysical or mystic 
theory; but it almost ignores the fundamental difference 
between the tw o.2 Although the poet and the critic may 
be the twin faces o f poetry, both entitled to similar 
delight, no one can gainsay that the poet is a creative 
artist primarily, while the critic is a passive contemplator 
o f  the given artistic beauty. The secret o f  the poet’s art 
or technique cannot be laid bare until beauty due to 
form is also considered, and related to the beauty o f 
content. H ow  the impersonal emotion o f  the poet 
objectifies itself in adequate form is the essential question 
o f  literary criticism,3 and Ruyyaka appears to be the only 
Sanskrit theorist who offers an answer to this puzzling 
question. His answer, naturally, takes him deep into 
the nature o f  creative vision, with its parallels in the 
borderland o f  mystic vision, accepted by almost all 
schools o f Indian philosophy (expect PurvamTmamsa) and 
systems o f theology (Agamas).

2 Cf. The present writer’s monograph Rasollasa in Kannada 
(Mysore University).

3 Cf. (i) “The only way of expressing emotion in the form of art 
is by finding an ‘objective correlative’.”

—T. S. Eliot, Selected Essays, p. 145.
(ii) “Great poetry may by made without the direct use of any 

emotion whatever; composed out of feelings solely.”
—Ibid., p. 18.

( iii) “The poet has, not a ‘personality’ to express, but a particular 
medium...in which impressions and experiences combine in 
peculiar and unexpected ways.”— Ibid., p. 20.
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VI
While all the armoury o f alankaras noted and 

classified by Ruyyaka relate to poetic ‘form’, there are 
three which relate primarily to the poetic ‘content’ and, 
therefore, refuse to be included under any o f the broad 
heads o f the former group.

They are: —
(i) Svahhavokti,

(ii) Bhavika, and
(iii) R  asavadadi.

The beauty o f these does not derive from the struc­
ture o f imagery etc., but inheres in the very texture o f 
poetry. These represent the very stuff o f poetry, and 
their analysis would amount to an account o f the poet’s 
vision to be embodied in the artistic form. Everything is 
grist to the poet’s mill, and non-human objects, both 
animate and inanimate, o f ‘nature’, like bird, insect and 
beast, wind and cloud, plant and fruit— may become quite 
poetic when their quintessence (suksma-svabhava) is distilled 
by the poet’s penetrating vision.4 The poetic beauty 
hidden in such objects is not within the reach o f the insen­
sitive— the non-poets or bad poets.5 The extremely refined 
sensitivity o f the poet is evidenced by svahhavokti, which 
may be regarded as one o f the three levels o f poetic vision. 
Here, the poet’s vision is turned outside himself, to the

* Suksmavastusvabhavasya 3/athavadvarnanaih svabhavoktih— 
Alankarasarvasva, TSS., p. 199.

5 Vide—Jayaratha’s Vimarsini on the above:—kavitvamatrasya 
gamyah kusagriyadhisanatvat. Evam sthulamatinam kavinam  
kukavlnaih tasyavagame’pi tatha vikalparoho na bhavediti bhavah.

—Op. cit. NSP., p. 223.
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world o f Nature; and he alone has the unique sensitivity to 
see into “ the life o f  things” . In its own right, such poetry 
is as good as any other.

The second noticeable strain in the poet’s vision is 
bhdvanii. It is an intensely vivid perception o f things, both 
past and future. The poet’s insight is confined to the pre­
sent, but transcends the limits o f Time and Space. Its 
validity is not vouchsafed by its present intuitive intensity, 
and hence it is not a case o f error or delusion or idle fancy. 
It is not even symbolic or hyperbolic fancy (atisayokti), 
since the past and the present are not felt by the poet 
as different entities. On the other hand, he is aware o f a 
single, undivided entity. So, poetic truth is, if anything, a 
higher truth, a closer approximation to Reality.

Ruyyaka takes us deeper into the nature o f this 
bhavana or poetic vision, and compares it with ordinary 
perception on the one hand, and Yogic perception on the 
other. Even ordinary perception, in his opinion, depends 
as much on the subject’s sense organs as on the nature o f 
the object outside.6 In Y ogic perception, however, the 
subjective vision itself is capable o f vivid experience even 
without the presence o f the object.7 ‘Similar is the nature 
o f poetic vision’ , says Ruyyaka.8 In what, then, do they 
differ? Only in the occasion that starts the activity o f 
vision itself. In the case o f a Yogin , it is the assiduous 
practice o f Yogic discipline which culminates in bhavana, 
and it has no ulterior aim o f communication. But a poet’s

<; Na hi pratyaksatvam kevalam vastudharmah; pratipattya- 
peksavaiva vastuni tathabhavat.— Alanharasarvasva,

p. 224-5. (NSP).
7 Yogmamatindriyarthadarsane bhavanariipa. —Loc. cit.
H.Kavyarthavidam ca bhavanasvabhavaiva —Loc. cit.



238 Essays in Sanskrit Literary Criticism

bhavana is due to his sensitive and intense experience o f  the 
Sublime (atjadbhuta) .9 Though personal in one sense, it is 
also an impersonal intuition in as much as the poet is not 
conscious o f it, and that is why it is distinct from poetic 
fancy where the poet is conscious o f his personality.10 In 
other words, the poet becomes but a spontaneous medium 
for the expression o f his intuition.

The third is indeed the highest moment o f poetic 
vision, where the poet’s personality is totally annihilated 
by his becoming one with his artistic emotions.11 The 
poet’s activity here is guided throughout by the emotional 
aspect o f his personality, an aspect which veritably lives all 
the emotions it expresses. While the second element 
o f bhuvina is mainly intellectual, this element o f Rasa is 
mainly emotional. Bhavana has its analogue in the mystic 
vision o f the bhinna-sarvajna, the would-be Siddha, one who 
vividly intuits both his own seeing self and the things 
intuited.12 But Rasa is like the state o f the perfected Yogin

9 Sa ca bhavana vastugatyatyadbhutatvaprayukta —Loc. cit.
10Napi vastugata ivartha utpreksaprayojakah; tasya abhimana- 

rupayah pratipattrdharmatvat. —Loc. cit.
n Napyayam puraljsphuradrupataya. sacamatkaram pratlteh 

rasavadalankarah. RatyadicittavrttJnam tadanusaktataya vibha- 
vadinamapi sadharanyena hrdayasamvaditaya paramadvaitajnana- 
vatpratltau tasya bhavat. —Op. cit. p. 266.

32 Jayaratha observes:- ‘ata eva vidyesvaraditulyatvam’— Vimar- 
sini, p. 226. The concept appears to be taken from the Pratyabhijna 
school of philosophy, -where the state of iuddhavidya is described as 
follows.—
Cf. also— Tat rad yah paramadvaita-nirvibhagarasatmakah I

Antyastu grahyatadatmyat na prthak pravibhavyate H 
Upantyastatsvarupasya grahakah paribhavyate II

—Continued Next Page.
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who is aware o f  the One, the Absolute, without any 
duality whatever; and has the relish or ananda o f the A ll in 
the One. While the first kind o f creative vision, viz., 
svabhcivokti, is limited to the world o f present objects in the 
world, the other kinds are unlimited in extension. What 
is common to all the three, however, is ‘samvada’1* or 
intense feeling or sensitivity. When it is o f the objects in 
Time and Space, there is laukika-vastu-samvada as in 
svabhavokti; when it is o f  objects transcending the limits o f  
Time and Space, we have lokottara-vastu-samvada as in 
bhavika; when it is o f emotions in all their infinite shades, 
we have cittavrtti-samvada, as in R asavad etc. O f  course, 
Ruyyaka is aware that the boundaries o f these are very thin, 
and, more often than not, they run into one another.14

VII
Ruyyaka’s treatment o f these three '■alankdras opens

—Continued from, Page 238
—Abhinavagupta, Malinivjjayavarttika, p. 90 (Srinagar Edn.) 

These two states of Yogic samddhi are designated asamprajndta 
and sumprajndtd in the Yoga system, and nirvikalpa and savilcalpa 
in works like the Vedantasara. W e find other names given to these 
in the Prasastapadabhdsya and Nydya-manjan.

( if. also the ‘sub specie aeternitatis’ of Christian theology.
1:1 The word ‘samvada’ is deliberately used, to cover the critic’s 

Hlnte of mind as well as the poet’s. The poet and the critic are 
nliUr in the moment of aesthetic delight. This is an important 
ilucl riiKi of the Dhvani school. Ruyyaka is adding, however, that 
t i m e  may be aesthetic delight even from vastu-samvada— laukika 
nr hih-oUara— and that it is not confined to cittavrtti-samvada which 
iilniic, properly speaking, is the province of Rasa.

"( f .  111 >lmy asaihvada-darsane’pi samaveso’pi ghatate—Alankdra- 
Min'tiHva, p. 227.
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out a vista o f liteeary criticism which is both original and 
penetrating. These are not just 'figures’ o f speech like the 
other ones, confined to individual parts o f a poem, but are 
the very life-principles o f poems as wholes. That is why 
they are treated separately and exclusively at the end o f his 
discussion o f the other ‘alankdras.’ In Ruyyaka’s analysis 
we have hints and echoes o f the dynamic critical theories 
o f the O ld School, in the light of the New School. I f  one 
were to think that the O ld School in Indian Poetics was 
static and stopped developing after Rudrata, Ruyyaka’ s 
observations, like those o f Kuntaka, would prove the 
unsoundness o f such a view and would supply the necessary 
corrective. Ruyyaka’s conservatism (cirantana-matanusrti)15 
was not blind, but based on ‘ transvaluation o f values’ . 
Poetry now becomes, in the words o f an English poet, a 

moment’s monument,
Memorial from the soul’s eternity 
To one dead, deathless hour.

Ruyyaka’s standpoint will serve to reinstate the claims 
o f Nature Poetry and Epic Poetry to be regarded on a par 
with Lyric Poetry. An exclusive adherence to the Dhvani 
school will perhaps lead to an undervaluation o f the first 
two and to an overestimation o f the last, or at least to a 
laboured stretching o f the first two to meet the procrustean 
demands o f  Dhvani.

The only criticism that we might bring against 
Ruyyaka is his use o f  old, outworn names even while ex­
pounding new thoughts. But this charge o f new wine in 
old bottles is true o f him as o f many others in the history 
o f Indian aesthetics.

15 This is the concluding expression in Ruyyaka’s work.



XIX

THE GOLDEN AGE OF SANSKRIT DRAMA

Presumably, the Sanskrit drama is older than even 
Greek drama. By the beginning o f the Christian era we 
find it already in full flower as a major form o f literature 
and a popular medium o f public entertainment in India. 
We know from the Nafyasdsira that it included ten kinds 
o f plays and was very rich in theory and possibly richer 
in practice. When we read the detailed rules of Bharata 
about plot and character, with divisions and subdivisions 
■of each, about dramatic sentiments and moods, style and 
performance, dance and music, stage and costume, we 
realize how vast must have been the range o f plays 
that formed the subjects o f  these rules. But unfortu­
nately all that vast body o f literature is extinct; and in 
their stead we have now nothing more than a few 
surmises o f scholars engaged in laborious research. The 
earliest plays appear to have been staged during sacrificial 
sessions and public fairs in the then spoken language o f 
i h e  elite, namely, Sanskrit, with due margin allowed to 
l o w  characters to speak the different dialects o f Prakrit, 
besides the palpable priestly and popular influences which 
were quite indigenous, a third was perhaps the influence 
o l  Greece at a later stage. The comic vidusaka typifies 
i l ie ridiculous priest and survives in later drama; the 
(ourtly atmosphere is evident in the entourage o f  princes 
.nul princesses; while the popular love o f sensation is 
nr.l a n c e d  in the villain o f  the heroic play.

The unique characteristics o f early Sanskrit drama 
h ivc io be deduced from theory alone. To provide 
i iiieriainincnt, along with instruction, was the declared

16
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object o f the playwright. T o achieve the former he 
utilized themes o f  love and laughter; to ensure the latter 
he indulged in social satire or brought heroes, inspired 
by ethical ideals, in sharp contrast to rivals lacking in 
moral sense. A  dramatic theme was hence either romantic 
or heroic (as in the nutakas and bhanas), or satirical or 
farcical (as in prakarattas and prahasanas'). Since unity o f  
emotional appeal (Rasa) was understood to be secured 
best only in the midst o f variety, a large number o f 
emotional moods had their contributory place in every 
play. Songs and verses in different metres formed an 
essential feature Sanskrit drama. Most o f  the significant 
dialogues were in verse; and verse was used with advan­
tage to depict emotion as well as the different shades o f  
Nature’s setting.

Ancient references to the earliest plays like Kamsa- 
vadha, Balibandha, Amrtamanthana and l^aksmisvayamvara 
indicate that the old plays mainly treated o f the loves 
and lives o f  gods and legendary heroes. The canon o f 
poetic justice was scrupulously observed and a wonderful 
turn o f events resulting in a happy conclusion was an 
invariable feature o f every play. A  tragic close was 
unthinkable because the ideal divine or semi-divine hero 
could never fail. Any miracle was normal in such plays. 
While common life abounded in tragedy, drama reminded 
men that, in the divine order, good always prevailed 
over evil. It was this dramatic principle which was. 
responsible for the absence o f  tragedies in Sanskrit drama. 
In Indian mythology, unlike that o f Greece, gods never 
take sides with humans or fight with each other. The 
conflict in the early Sanskrit plays is usually between 
representatives o f unmixed good and undiluted evil.



Such were the beginnings o f Sanskrit drama, which 
reached its zenith in the golden age o f Indian history that 
followed. In the hands o f  masters like Bhasa and S'udraka, 
Kalidasa and Bhavabhuti, the drama gained in variety as 
well as intensity. The gaping gulf between the human 
world and the world o f gods was bridged; the typical 
characters were more and more humanized and indi­
vidualized; and poetry became an instrument more effective 
than ever before. A ll these dramatists o f the golden 
age (c. 300-650 a .d .) were poets o f the first order and 
were deeply influenced by Valm lki’s sweet epic style. 
There is in fact a conspicuous consensus o f opinion 
among all the literary theorists— Bhamaha and Dandin 
(7th century), Vamana (8th century), A.nandavardhana 
(9th century) and Abhinavagupta (n th  century)— that 
drama is the best form o f  literature. The best in Sanskrit 
drama is due to the genius o f these master playwrights* 
and they inspired the original inventive power o f Visakha- 
d-.itta and Bhatta Narayana too. But, after the 9th century ̂  
decadence set in with imitation taking the place o f invention 
and pedantry that o f poetry. A powerful cause for the 
decline o f interest in Sanskrit drama was also the rise
< >1 a popular theatre with sensational shows in the 
dliferent spoken languages o f India.

The achievement o f Sanskrit drama in its heyday 
deserves further consideration. Like the Renaissance in 
I uirope, the Gupta age in India was an age in which “ men 
lived intensely, thought intensely, and wrote intensely.”  
I’.issions were strong, speculation rife; and there was scope 
i < *r men o f genius to reach to their full stature. With 
broadened outlook and widening horizons o f knowledge, 
du-rc came an outburst o f creative activity unparalleled in
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the history o f India. The dramatists imbibed the spirit o f 
this age and brought the drama from divine heights to the 
level plains o f humanity. They showed in their works a 
new sense o f  beauty and a new love o f everything that 
made for the enrichment o f life. They showed a greater 
spiritual nature and a deeper moral earnestness. Their 
characters are not just divine abstractions; they are intensely 
human figures. They are ancient kings and queens who 
lived and moved in this w o rld ; whose passions are o f the 
world, worldly; who are softened by suffering and made to 
learn the lesson that Fate is stronger than man. This senti­
ment o f pathos as the ruling sentiment in drama is the greatest 
contribution o f  our best Sanskrit dramatists. Though 
the framework remains the same as ever, the dramatic 
purpose changes outstandingly. Dusyanta, Pururavas and 
Rama, Bharata and Carudatta, Duryodhana and Amatya 
Raksasa— all these rise to sublime statures unknown in 
their epic counterparts because o f the dominating tragic 
motif.

The happy conclusion is sometimes more than a mere 
sop for the consumption o f soft-livered spectators; it is an 
affirmation o f  the traditional faith in the ultimate victory 
o f good and love over evil and hate. This tragic relief 
is the secret o f the appeal o f Bhasa’s Svapnavusavadatta and 
Pratima, Kalidasa’s Siikmtala and VikramorvasTya, Sudraka’s 
Mrcchakatika and Bhavabhuti’s Uttararamacarita, Harsa’s 
Nagunanda and Visakhadatta’ s MudrurHksasa. The tragic 
view  o f life, the power o f Fate over man and the chastening 
glow  o f love-in-separation mingle freely in these plays 
and the human interest outshines that o f blood and thunder. 
The appeal is more to the softer sentiments than to fire and 
fury. Even typical romance comes only as the background
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f  or the ordeal o f  separation. The preference for pathetic 
themes is found already in Bhasa, but it becomes wider and 
deeper in Kalidasa and reaches its climax o f intensity in 
Bhavabhuti. Nature in these plays is agog with life and 
serves almost as a character participating in the joys and 
woes o f the heroes. Bhavabhuti’s VdsantJ and Kalidasa’s 
Kauvdirauia are but two familiar examples. The theme 
could thus provide rich scope for the display o f poetic 
imagery and lyric genius. Dialogues were racy and digni­
fied; and descriptive poetry did not overstep the bounds o f 
propriety.

Alongside the above serious play, there was the ndtika 
or light romantic comedy where the easy-going life o f  
kings in their large harems was generally the subject. The 
erotic etiquette o f a very refined class, treated in conven- 
i ional fashion, and the comic relief o f the jesters, magicians, 
elc., combined to make these plays popular at court, and 
we find K in g Harsa himself writing two o f them after the 
manner o f  Kalidasa’s Miilavikugnimitra.

Social plays like the Mrccbakatika and Mdlatjmadhava 
draw their characters from common life and treat o f the 
love-triangle with characteristic skill o f dramatic construc­
tion. Here the interest in plot increases and there is ample 
room for realistic characterization with a genial touch o f 
Immour or harmless satire. Skill in plot-construction has 
reached its highest point in the historical drama—  
M/ulrdrdksasa, whose appeal even today is irresistible.

We might conclude that Sanskrit drama at its best was- 
I ><>lh serious and light, imbued with the tragic spirit no less 
than the comic, and for the most part partaking o f epic 
!>randeur. It was intensely poetic and richly coloured; 
psychological conflict had come to replace the old physical
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conflict o f contending heroes. It had gained in width and 
depth at the same time. In the period o f decline that fol­
lowed, poetry became pedantry, drama was emptied o f the 
breath o f real life in the midst o f a hundred conventions, 
and plays began to be written on set themes without novelty 
o f subject or treatment. A  sensitive appreciation o f the 
splendour o f  Sanskrit drama may yet inspire modern 
writers to produce plays o f permanent appeal since these 
classics have won encomiums from even Western critics 
like Goethe and Wilson. The wide appeal o f  Pur ante 
plays to Indian audiences is a well-known fact even today. 
There are yet thousands o f untapped legendary themes 
which may provide wings to the imagination o f a creative 
playwright.



XX

MODERN SANSKRIT DRAMA

“ Every Nation”  in the words o f Sir Francis Young- 
husband, “ has a different soul which, like a violin, conserves 
its peculiar temper through all changes.”  The remark is 
particularly applicable to Sanskrit drama, which is still 
surviving as an expression o f our national genius and which, 
with its history o f  2,000 years, is a unique phenomenon 
in the literary history o f the world.

From the earliest times Sanskrit genius successfully 
steered clear o f the Scylla o f popular taste and Charybdis 
o f individual idiosyncrasy. While the textbook o f Bharata 
on Dramaturgy provides detailed instructions to actors 
and stage-managers, it offers only suggestive hints to the 
playwrights. It does not lay down any rules like the 
Aristotelian Unities which can cabin and crib the genius 
o f  the playwright. It analyses searchingly the factors 
involved in all dramas in general, vi^., plot, characters 
and emotion, and brings out how everything must conduce 
to the last, namely Rasa, because the actor’s art lies only 
in giving relief to emotions with the aid o f  music, dance> 
gesture, etc. T o Bharata, then, the playwright was only 
a script-writet for the stage and the script was nothing 
more than a bare skeleton to which flesh and blood 
were contributed by the actors on the stage. Bharata’s 
analysis throughout is one o f simple enumeration o f  all 
logical possibilities; and it cannot cripple the imagination 
o f the artist and limit his choice. It only enables him 
10 be aware o f the stage conventions and educates the 
spectators as to what they should expect from a drama.
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Bharata could therefore recognize as many as twenty forms 
and sub-forms o f drama in theory; and the variations were in 
point o f  plot or characters or Rasa. The plot could be 
legendary or invented, idealistic or realistic. Characters could 
be divine or semi-divine or human; high, low  or middling;. 
Rasas could be one o f the eight or nine primary emotions 
o f  man standing out in the midst o f numberless shifting 
moods. This is not the place for me to enter into 
more detail; but it should be clear that Bharata’s broad 
theory cannot preclude any stage-producnon fall o f 
emotion from the province o f drama. The theme may 
be idealistic or realistic, the vein may be light or heavy,, 
the characters may be heroic or unheroic. Bharata held 
that the impression left on the mind o f the spectator o f 
a play should be one o f peace and not o f vexation. He 
also felt that poetic justice where good always triumphed 
against evil would implant a message o f hope and optimism 
in the spectator and make his faith in ethics deeper. This 
is the very essence o f Indian philosophy and Bharata is 
only according it a high place in his scheme o f drama 
by banning tragedy. The theme o f tragic suffering 
is not excluded but only a tragic close. In the develop­
ment o f the plot, whose very soul is a conflict o f 
interests, the dramatist was enjoined to stick to the rule 
o f inevitability o f incidents and the element o f surprise 
was to be reserved to the last. The conclusion o f every 
Sanskrit play will embody a most unexpected turn in 
the story and even the device o f  dens ex machina is freely 
utilized at this stage. Since the dominant emotion was 
the pivot o f the drama, the playwright was expected to 
be lyrical in his treatment o f the characters and their 
feelings in relation to each other and Nature. Sanskrit
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drama in its long and chequered history has throughout 
conformed to these classical rules o f Bharata.

The origins o f Sanskrit drama might have been 
religious. But we know it only after it had reached its 
zenith, when it had become courtly and secular. The 
existence o f the Vidusaka or the court-fool in the earliest 
dramas we know indicates that drama was meant mainly 
for princely entertainment and a select audience o f critics 
trained in the rules o f Bharata. The Sanskrit stage was 
never popular and we are unaware o f any commercial 
theatre which ever put a Sanskrit drama on the boards. 
During religious congregations or ytitras, they were some­
times staged by temple-theatres for the benefit of the 
learned few, and sometimes by courtesans in their esta­
blishments for the benefit o f cultured beaus. If the 
performance o f Sanskrit plays has survived professionally 
up to the present time, it is only in Kerala, where also 
the demands o f the popular audience have so much 
affected the Sanskrit original that a single act o f it forms 
the tail o f a four-day entertainment in Malayalam.

Under the patronage o f the court and the aristocracy, 
Sanskrit drama flourished in its glory till the 12th century,, 
when the Mohammedan intrusion stifled the Sanskrit 
stage. The golden age could give equal impetus to 
social comedies like the Mrcchakatika and melodramas 
like the Mulatimadhava, romantic tragi-comedies like 
Sakuntala and heroic plays like Vemsamhara, historical plays 
like the Mudraraksasa and romantic plays like Ratnavali,. 
allegorical plays liks Prabodhacandrodaya and satirical farces 
like the Mattavilasaprahasana. But all that variety became 
a thing o f the past in the period o f decline or decadence 
o f Sanskrit drama when it was divorced gradually from
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the stage. Instead o f  poets, pandits took to play-writing 
and produced works on stock epic themes in a highly 
conventional way. In the absence o f the chastening 
influence o f the stage, plays were intended for the learned 
reader only and lengthy descriptions in the set pattern 
abound. This decadent drama is more distant from life 
in setting; in character it is stereotyped and artificial, in 
language less close to the true workings o f  the human 
heart. The PratHparudrakalyana o f  Vidyanatha provides 
a patent example o f this decadent taste.

Yet it lingered on under princely patronage, and 
even in the period after the 15 th century, isolated plays 
by pandits in courts were being written. This final 
phase o f Sanskrit drama represents its decay when dramatic 
activity itself was at its lowest ebb and when the influence 
o f  the folk-theatre made Sanskrit playwrights turn to 
sentimental pieces like the Rasa-krtda o f Krishna on the 
one hand, and the corrupt taste o f the reading public 
encouraged on the other hand bhanas or librettos on the 
adventures o f  amorists, and prahasanas or farces o f a very 
obscene or indelicate nature.

The close o f  this period o f  decay marks the birth 
o f  the modern age in Sanskrit drama. From the last 
quarter o f the 19th century, the influence o f modern 
ideas can be felt in Sanskrit drama to an appreciable 
■extent, alongside o f the imitations o f  older plays. It is 
an age o f imitation, adaptation and experimenting in 
drama mostly by the class o f pandits whose importance » 
was waning and whose scholarship does not always keep 
step with a keen literary sense- There is indeed a vast 
bulk o f dramatic writing which appeared in various Sanskrit 
periodicals and an attempt has been made recently to
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give an idea o f these by Dr. V . Raghavan in his article 
on Sanskrit literature in the volume, Contemporary Indian 
.'Literature, published by the Sahitya Akademi. Rummaging 
into the files o f  these old periodicals, one may hit upon a 
work o f merit here and there; but it is like the search for 
a needle in a haystack. Even among the plays which have 
appeared in book form, the number o f those that rise 
above mediocrity is but small and their stage-value is again 
open to question. It is therefore proposed here only to 
refer to the broad trends in modern Sanskrit drama and to 
confine our attention to one or two outstanding and 
representative works.

i .  D i d a c t i c  M y t h o l o g i c a l  D b a m a  

Mandikal Rama Shastrin o f Mysore wrote perhaps the 
hundredth Sanskrit play on the popular story o f Nala and 
DamayantI under the title BhaimTparinaya (1914). In his 
English Introduction to this play, Karpur Shrinivasrao 
makes out a good case for such imitative works:

“ The aim o f all good literature is to serve as a silent, 
and yet very effective teacher o f mankind. Such teaching 
can only be possible through the delineation o f well-known 
characters, who can be taken as so many types o f humanity. 
Our great popular heroes easily lend themselves to serve as 
models to mankind for all ages and times.”

This reflects the traditional taste o f the time, and we 
have on the same theme full-length plays like Anarghanala- 
caritra (Bombay, 1908) by Sudarshanacharya Panjabi and 
Naladamayanttyam (Calcutta, 1926) by Kalipada Tarkachatya 
in the other parts o f  India. On the theme o f  Rama’s 
banishment o f Sita, Chhubi Lai Soori wrote his Kusalavodaya 
(Bombay, 1897) “ under orders o f H. E. Bheemshumshere 
Jung R. B., Commanding General o f Nepal Arm y.”  The
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only feature worth noticing about these plays is their 
increasing avoidance o f Prakrit varieties and Shri Panjabi 
has used Hindi itself for all the speeches o f the lower 
characters. These plays do not gain in comparison with 
the classics o f old.

2. I m i t a t i o n s  o f  B h a n a s  a n d  P r a h a s a n a s  

Under this class come works like Vitarujavijaya (Trichur) 
by Koccunni Raja and Kasurnavatarangabhava (Chittur,. 
1925) by K. Krishnamacharya o f Tirupati. These one-act 
librettos are hardly appealing to modern taste and Krishna­
macharya’s fears stated in his preface are only confirmed 
by the passage o f time. He says:—

“ However ugly or feeble one’s child, one does not 
generally wish it dead, before it can try its own chances in 
the world. If, however, it should die, in spite o f facilities 
offered to this end, it shall at least have the consolation o f 
a decent burial” .

In point o f morbid indecency wearing the mask o f 
poetry, perhaps there can be nothing equal to Holamahotsava 
by one Krishnarama Vyas o f Banaras in the history of 
world literature. The farce Husyarnava by Jagadisha 
Tarkalankara (Amarbharati, 1944), betrays again a bad taste. 
Y . Mahalinga Sastri’ s Kcumdinya Prahasana shows a better 
taste but is too trivial. Under this class, we cannot boast 
o f  any degree o f  achievement.

3 .  C O U R T - C O M E D I E S  O B  I M A G I N A T I V E  P L A Y S  

We find a new genius and a new dramatic art in the 
plays o f Mahakavi Ambikadatta Vyas o f Mithila. His play 
Sdmavatam (2nd ed. 1947, Banaras) combines the merit of 
Bana’s manner and romantic theme with Srlharsa’s skill 
and scholasticism. Its theme is an extravaganza where an 
ascetic youth turns into a maid owing to Durvasa’s curse
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and is married to his classmate. The scholar’s experiences 
in the city during Holi revelries and his comic test at 
court, his romantic approaches as maid and Durga’s 
appearance at the close, only to confirm bis changed sex, are 
all improbable no doubt; but this very improbability adds 
to the literary quality o f the piece and makes it an original 
contribution to Sanskrit drama. There is not a word o f 
dialogue or a line o f poetry without the poetic touch and 
the author’s skill, in turning out quips and quibbles and in 
packing words with musical assonances almost artlessly, is 
bound to appeal to the most fastidious classical taste. Such 
original works reveal the live force o f Sanskrit drama as a 
pure literary form and give us hope for the future. Creative 
writing in Sanskrit is still possible provided such genius is 
recognized and rewarded. The number o f such plays 
is very small in the modern age in view o f the absence o f 
court patronage. Prasamakasyapjya (Mysore, 1951) by 
Jaggu Venkatacharya, which treats o f the later history o f 
S'akuntala, deserves mention in this connection. Pre/na- 
vijaya (Madras, 1939) by Sundaresha Sharma is an interest­
ing play in seven acts. It treats o f the love o f princess 
Candralekha for the court-poet’s son Kaladhara, the 
difficulties in the way o f  their marriage and a happy close 
thanks to the military exploits o f the hero. The influence 
o f  Kalidasa’s Malavik-lgnimitra on the author is evident 
throughout.

4 .  H i s t o r i c a l  P l a y s  

Sanskrit drama has broken new ground in this held by 
focusing attention on Indian patriotism and valour whose 
inveterate enemies have been disunity and treachery in 
Indian history. M M . Haridas Siddhantavagisha’s Vangiya- 
pratupa (Calcutta) is a powerful play which makes us
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re-live the troubled times o f  Muslim oppression, and the 
successful attempt, though short-lived, o f K ing Pratapa 
Roy to bring peace to Bengal by overthrowing the yoke 
o f  the Nawab and the Moghuls. In its appeal to the 
spirit o f Indian patriotism it reminds us o f Shakespeare’s 
Henry V . The same author has also given us an equally 
stirring and arresting play on Mevdrapratdpam (Calcutta,. 
1950), which deals with the heroic stand o f the Rajputs 
against the onslaught o f the Moghuls. On the same 
theme we have another drama, Virapratdpandtaka (Lahore,, 
i 937) by Mathura Prasad Dikshit. Mention must also 
be made o f two plays on historical themes written by 
Shri Mula Sankar Yajnik. His Samyogitdsvayamvara (Baroda, 
1929) relates to the chivalrous story o f  Prithviraj marrying 
the daughter o f Jayacandra o f Kanauj. The heroic career 
o f Shivaji is the subject o f his second play, Chhatrapatisdm- 
rdjyam (Baroda, 1929).

5 .  S o c i a l  C o m e d i e s  

It is under this head that most o f the modern experiments 
in Sanskrit dtama deserve to be placed. N ot only learned 
pandits, but lawyers, doctors and other public men have 
tried their hand at this dramatic form and as a consequence 
it is less pedantic than any o f the other varieties noticed 
above. Aryadesasudhdranam (Bombay, 1889) by a teacher, 
Vinayaka Bhat, is called a mahdndtaka but is in the narrative 
manner o f  the epics; and even divisions into scenes and 
acts are absent. There is neither action nor dialogue which 
is conspicuous. What we have is an allegory. India is 
supposed to be married to a lady called Reform ; and they 
give birth to eight children— three sons and five daughters. 
The sons are named Patriotism, Perseverance and Treasure. 
The daughters are Righteousness, Loyalty, Academy o f
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Knowledge, Academy o f W ork and Academy o f Arts. The 
mother has a brother, Divine Favour, who preaches the 
need for education and for the eradication o f social evils. 
The thing appears today a complete failure, neither fish nor 
flesh.

Sankaravivahanutaka (Bombay, 1934) by Dr. V. M. 
Kulkarni is also written mostly in anustubh slokas with 
occasional mixtures o f prose. As stated in the Introduction, 
“ its main object is to condemn the drink habit and the 
custom o f excommunicating the bride and the bridegroom 
o f mixed marriages.”  The whole drama moves in a modern 
setting. The dispensary o f Dr. Bhagirathi is the scene o f  
most o f the action. She has divorced her first husband and 
remarried outside her caste. Pleader Godbole supports her 
forward views; and her daughter’s falling in love with a 
classmate not o f her caste presents a problem to the mother 
who is educating her for a medical career and who has fixed 
her marriage with a prince. There are thus two variations 
o f the same theme deftly handled and we have .rollicking 
comedy in one Khan Bahadur who bites the lady doctor’s- 
cheek in a drunken fit and is made to pay Rs. 10,000 as 
damages by the cunning pleader. The bridegroom’s parents 
refuse to recognize the love-marriage, which leads to an 
attempt at suicide on the part o f the loving couple. The 
tragedy is averted at the close by the wise priest who con­
sents to convert the girl into the caste o f the bridegroom. 
This five-act play is modern in technique and ideas, racy in 
style and lively in atmosphere. It shows how Sanskrit can 
be handled to suit modern conditions and to secure a wide 
appeal.

Parivartanam (Banaras, 1956) is a fine five-act play by 
Shri Kapiladeva Dvivedi, Retired from Government Service..
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It deals with the social evil o f the dowry system and the 
inadequacy o f law courts to mete out justice. The hero o f 
the play, who is forced to sell and pledge away his parental 
property to get his daughter married, suffers untold misery 
first at the hands o f the unscrupulous creditor and next at 
the hands o f the helpless judge. His miseries are at an end 
thanks to the decree o f the State after Independence that all 
local cases must be tried by the village panchayats. The 
directness and simplicity o f the author’s Sanskrit makes it 
eminently readable.

6 . P o l i t i c a l  P l a y s  

The political struggle o f  the modern age has also left an 
indelible impress on the Sanskrit drama and at least one 
pandit’s imagination was fired to produce a very spirited 
Sanskrit play which echoes the spirit o f the time. The 
Bharata-vijaya-nataka (3rd Edition, 1952, Banaras) by 
Mathuraprasad Dikshit presents the pageant o f Indian his­
tory from the days o f Clive up to modern times in 
striking colours. The Britisher is the villain o f the piece 
and all the evil done by him is movingly, if exaggeratedly, 
brought out in symbolic fashion. Mother India is 
presented as an old lady bound in fetters. Each fighter for 
freedom loosens her fetters while each representative o f 
British rule tightens their hold on her. The drama ends 
with the change o f heart o f the Britisher, who quits India, 
placing the power in the hands o f Gandhiji. The play was 
written in 1937 by the Pandit at the court o f the Baghat 
Prince and the Ms. was confiscated by the State private 
secretary as seditious. It could be published only when the 
playwright’s prophecy had come true. In patriotic fervour 
the drama remains unequalled and it deserves a high rank 
as literature by the irresistible power o f its poetry. It is
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throughout one-sided in its presentation, but this may not 
be mentioned as a defect in an admittedly propagandist 
piece. Vamvilasam (Banaras) by Vindhyeshwari Prasad 
Shastri is another short one-act play which mirrors the woes 
o f India in bondage and closes with a plea for the revival 
o f ancient Indian culture. The Satyagraha movement is 
beautifully mirrored in Pandita Kshama Rao’s Katuvipaka 
and other playlets. KashmJra-sandhSna-samudyama (Banga­
lore, 1954) attempts to sketch the Kashmir problem in 
dramatic form. Leaders like Dr. Khare, S. P. Mukherjee, 
Jawaharlal Nehru, Liaqat A li Khan and Sheikh Abdulla 
come as characters here and they are made to talk the 
highly impassioned language o f  epic heroes. Their argu­
ments too are incredibly simple and the play only serves to 
illustrate that the conventional graces o f Sanskrit drama are 
misplaced in sketching the contemporary political scene.

7 .  R e l i g i o u s  a n d  P h i l o s o p h i c a l  P l a y s  

Under this category come numerous productions written 
by religious heads o f  Maths and their proteges. Their 
literary value is not always commensurate with their 
religious importance. Mathura Prasad Dikshit’s Sankara 
vijayanataka (Banaras, 1953) is a play o f pure intellectual 
ideas. The great teacher’s successful debates with materia­
lists, Buddhists and so forth are re-enacted before us. By 
treating the incidents o f  human interest in Sankara’s 
career, the play could have been made more appealing. 
The conflict o f  modern ideas with religious practices is 
humorously and finely sketched in Samanjasasamtanam 
(Srirangam, 1 9 4 0 )  by Rajagopalacharya.

8. T r a n s l a t i o n s  

As Dr. Raghavan has noted, Shakespeare’ s plays like 
A  Comedy of Errors, A  Midsummer Night’s Dream and

1 7



258 Essays in Sanskrit Literary Criticism

A s  you hike It have been rendered into Sanskrit by writers­
like Rajaraja Varma and R. Krishnamacharya. A  perusal 
o f  these will show that they are all more or less adapta­
tions and Sanskrit has not yet forged an effective 
equivalent to English blank verse. The poetic force o f  
Shakespeare has not flowed into the translations.

Dr. R. Shama Shastri o f  Mysore realized these 
difficulties o f translating Shakespeare and turned his 
talents to the task o f translating the prose tragedy o f 
Emilia Gallotte by Lessing, the German playwright. He 
has achieved a measure o f success in his translation 
though the foreign atmosphere may leave the Indian 
reader cold.

Shri S. N. Tadpatrikar’s Visvamohanam (Poona, 1949) 
is only a free Sanskrit adoption o f the first part o f 
Goethe’s Faust. It conforms to the conventions o f  
Sanskrit drama and reads like an original. But there is 
not even a glimmer o f Goethe’s genius in the Sanskrit 
piece.

In conclusion, it might be stated that though the 
modern age has produced no masterpiece in Sanskrit drama* 
its achievement is neither negligible nor disheartening. 
Sanskrit drama has certainly gained in length and breadth, 
thanks to the various experiments, and the Sanskrit 
language has been made to come out o f the old palace 
and walk the streets o f common humanity without losing 
its essential majesty and dignity. What we lack is depth, 
depth o f psychological insight. Characterization is not 
the strong point o f modern Sanskrit drama and, in the 
hands o f imaginative playwrights, Sanskrit poetic drama 
may yet reach heights unequalled before. There is room 
for hope because Sanskrit is again attracting today the

\
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best minds o f the country as in its golden period and 
its study is open to one and all instead o f being confined 
to a small coterie. Sentimentality and sophistication are 
fast disappearing and giving place to a balanced outlook 
on life, and a fuller understanding o f  reality. The words 
o f T. E. Hulme describing the sunset are somewhat 
applicable to the Sanskrit Muse, who is like 

A  coryphee covetous o f applause 
Loth to leave the stage 
With final diablerie, poises high her toe 
Displays scarlet lingerie o f carmin’d clouds 
Am id the hostile murmur o f the stalls.

But the stall-eyed view is only one view. As a pure 
literary form, Sanskrit drama has greater claims for re­
cognition than many o f the commercial successes on the: 
Indian stage today.



XXI

A NEW PLAY BY ASVAGHOSA?

I

It is well-known that many a Buddhist classic in 
Sanskrit has been irrevocably lost in the land o f  its origin, 
and that some o f the texts are being reconstructed by 
patient Indologists o f the present century from old 
Tibetan and Chinese translations. Outstanding works like 
Dharmaklrti’s Vratnanavarttika are seeing the light o f day 
only in recent times.

What is true o f Buddhist texts is true, in a larger 
measure, o f Jaina classics in Sanskrit. Jaina philosophical 
and literary classics have not attracted the attention o f 
Oriental scholars abroad to the same extent as Buddhist 
texts; and it is only in the last two decades that some 
Jain Institutes like the Bharatiya Jriana Pltha (KasI) have 
been bringing out some valuable works like the commen­
tary o f Vadirajasuri on Akalanka’s Nyiiya-viniscaya.1 As 
Dr. Satkari Mookerjee observes in his learned Foreword 
to the second volume o f this work (vi .̂ NyHya-viniscaya- 
vivarana)'.— “ Bhatta Akalanka is an author o f stupendous 
scholarship and superordinary in sig h t.. .  .The commentary 
o f Vadirajasuri on the Nyaya-viniscaya seems to me the 
most elaborate, exhaustive and comprehensive o f all. . . .  
The value o f this work is particularly augmented by the 
elaborate criticism o f Dharmaklrti’s Vramanavarttika and 
the exposition o f Prajhakaragupta.”

iPublished in two volumes; Vol. 1-1949; Vol. 11-1954. Edited by 
Prof. Mahendrakumar Jain. Bharatiya Jnanapltha, KasI, Nos. 3 
and 12.
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II

The present writer had occasion to consult this- 
work o f Vadirajasuri, a Digambara Jaina guru, in connec­
tion with his introduction to the critical edition o f  the 
Yasodharacarita, a poem in four cantos by the same 
author (published by the Karnatak University, 1963) who 
held the significant titles o f \Syadvadavidyapati’ (“ Master o f  
Jaina Thought” ), ‘Sat-tarka-samnukha (The Six-faced God 
o f Six Philosophical Systems” ) and ‘■Jagadekamalla-vadi’  
(“ Master Dialectician in the court o f the Later Calukya king 
Jayasirhha alias Jagadekamalla (1015-1042 a . d . ) .  Eulogies 
o f this Vadiraja appear in a number o f inscriptions in 
Karnataka,2 including the famous Mallisena’s Epitaph at 
S'ravanabelagola;3 and one o f his poems, vi^., the Vdrsva- 
nathacarita is dated 1025 a . d .4 Vadiraja is always glorified 
as a formidable dialectician and a master-poet, a veritable 
terror to disputants o f rival schools.

III

It is not the purpose o f this note to give an idea 
of the polemical acumen o f Vadiraja’s locus classicus, or 
an exposition o f his pointed critique o f  Dharmaklrti’s

2Cf. Epigraphia Carnatica, Vol. VIII, Nagar 35, 36, 37, 38, 39, 40, 
44; Belur 117 ; Shimoga, Pt. I, No : 126; Vol. X I, No : 90; Mysore 
Archaeological Report, 1926, p. 49, etc.

;l Cf. verse 40 (loc. cit.) of this epitaph (translated by Hultzsch in 
t he Ep. Indica, Vol. III. p. 184ff.):—

“A speech which illumined the three worlds has issued only 
from two persons on this earth; one was the king of Jinas. 
(Jinaraja), the other Vadiraja.”

4 Published in the M. D. J. Granthamala, Bombay. 1917.



262 Essays in Sanskrit Literary Criticism■

system o f thought. A ll that is intended is to draw the 
attention o f scholars to a stray reference in extenso which 
appears in this work to a lost play o f  Asvaghosa, vi%., 
c‘R a s tr a p a la perhaps an only reference which has been 
preserved in literary tradition, and most valuable in so 
far as the reference is contained in the actual words o f 
Dharmaklrti himself in the course o f his exposition o f 
‘the rules o f philosophical debate’ in the treatise “ Vada- 
./fytriw” .5

Akalanka, the author o f the text o f the Nyaja- 
vinikaya, is himself criticising the views o f Dharmaklrti; 
and the two authors are not later than the eighth century 
a .d . Perhaps Dharmaklrti was at least a century earlier. 
Thus the tradition recorded by Dharmaklrti, himself a 
great Buddhist thinker, about Asvaghosa’s authorship o f 
a play, becomes reliable and deserves the attention of 
•scholars.

IV

A word about the context in which the passage 
appears may not be out o f place here. Akalanka, 
and after him, Vadiraja are discussing the nature o f 
nigrahasthanas or vulnerable points in argumentation

5 The editor of NyayavinUcayavivorana has noted some parallel 
passages in Dharmaklrti’s Vadanyaya, p. 65ff. (published by the 
Mahabodhi Society, Sarnath). The present writer could not get a 
copy of this edition to check up whether the passage in question is 
substantially found therein. But judging on the basis o f other 
passages from Vadanyaya quoted in extenso by the editor in this 
context, it can be concluded that the exact wording of Dharmalurti’s 
alternate explanations of nigrahasthanas (vulnerable points in argu­
mentation) is preserved here and not in the published work.
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•which will decide the victory or defeat o f the contestants 
in a philosophical debate (katha).6 Dharmaklrti appears to 
have severely criticised the Jaina anekantavada\ and the 
Jaina logicians like Akalanka are naturaly joining issues 
with him on the very fundamentals o f  procedure.7

According to the Jaina logicians, what really clinches 
the issue in a philosophical debate is the establishment o f 
the one or the other o f  the theses. The defective or 
irrelevant arguments advanced by either party cannot be 
deemed decisive. Though they may serve to break up 
a particular debate (katha-viccheda), they cannot conclusivly 
prove the strength o f one view as against the other (katha- 
siddhi); and are, therefore, indecisive. A  true nigrahasthdna 
should establish the soundness o f either the one or the 
other o f  the rival positions o f the two disputants.

In this context, Vadiraja quotes in his commentary 
parallel passages from Akalahka’s Siddhiviniscaya and 
proceeds to review some o f the alternate explanations

According to the Nyaya system, which first makes use of this 
technical term, the judges will pronounce their verdict regarding 
the victory of one of the debators when they come across ‘the 
vulnerable points’ in debates occasioning thelundesirable and taking 
either of these two forms:—(i) Silencing the opponent and prevent­
ing him from holding forth any further; (ii) Making the opponent 
accept a position contrary to the one he holds. The Nyaya has 
classified 22 nigrahasthanas.

7 Dharmaklrti tries to explain them all under the two broad heads 
of (imdhanangavacaiia on the part of the proponent (vadin) and of 
mloKodbhavana on the part of the opponent (prativadiri). While no 
one can dispute this broad division, Dharmaklrti also appears to  
ha ve tried to bring in other forms of irrelevant or weak arguments 
under these. This is objected to by the Jain logicians.
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proposed by Dharmakirti on his own view o f  nigraha- 
sthanas,8

V

The follow ing is the citation:—

^r^TT^— JTfa'TrTS’T '+TT%
st r̂fosfTHra;, fMrreNvr ctot-

c^AK^IW^, cTfJT I crem—
‘3TT?nfr ^cq-Tc^ M  cter: i ’
‘ % srtel:? ’
‘ £ ^rra^rwicn: i ’

<re:? ’■o

‘ iTW 5TT  ̂ SRrfacT- I ’
‘ ? '
' zr??T TT̂ qT̂  FTPT I ’
‘ ^ cRTT?  ̂ ? ’
f̂cT ‘ T̂cT: Srf̂ TCTfa tfSPTTT ^TTCWT T̂ f^T ^ f r T

’tftRt arrô r 5zrrpft|*mî  ^ mfejft
f?ra^?s?TfTJT5r?3cTTf^^RT^ I ’

“ A  valid reason is only that which is free from 
doubt, etc.; for the grammatical termination here (in the 
word sadhana) indicates its adequacy to prove the thesis. 
(Taking it as Bahuvrjhi) that which is o f the nature o f 
sadhana comes to be called siidhananga viz, the disputed 
thesis itself. And whatever is other than that is asadhanunga 
(or irrelevant). And a mention o f the irrelevant is a 
vulnerable point o f the proponent as in the following 
example: —

&Nyaya-viniscaya-vivarana, Vol. II, p. 239. Vadiraja has not 
explicitly stated here that the words are Dharmaklrti’s’ but the con­
text, as indicated by the learned editor, leaves little room for doubt.

\
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‘When the existence o f the soul (atmati) is under 
dispute, we, Buddhists, hold the thesis that there is no­
soul.’

‘W ho are the Buddhists?’
‘Those who accept the teachings o f  the Buddha.’ 
‘Who, then, is the Buddha?’
‘The Buddha is he as a result o f whose teaching, the 

Bhadanta Asvaghosa renounced the world.’
‘Who is Bhadanta Asvagosa?’
‘ He is the author o f the play “ Rcistrapala.”  ’9 
‘What is the nature o f  that play?’
Building up a context like this, one might start 

reading, dancing, and singing the whole play, right from 
the first sentence:

‘Enter the Stage-manager after the close of Invocation 
(,rnndi)’10 and cause utter confusion to the rival and make 
it impossible for him to quote anything exactly.

But since it is all an irrelevant digression, it should 
be deemed as a vulnerable point in the arguing proponent 
(indicating his defeat).” 11

0 Variant readings noted by the editor are ‘ svarastrapalanam’ and 
‘surdstrapdlanam’.

10 It is interesting to observe that this same opening sentence is 
deemed by Bliasa scholars to be a peculiarity of Bhasa’s dramatic 
technique.

11 Vadiraja comments on this that the view is not acceptable 
because such an irrelevant series of digressions (prasanga-parampara) 
might lead only to a break up of the debate (kathd-viccheda) but 
not to the defeat of the Buddhist proponent (na parajayasya). Real 
defeat of the one is consequent upon the other’s establishing a 
counter-thesis; and in this case no such thing has happened.
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V I

A  few things clearly follow from the above quotation, 
which are o f scholarly interest:—

(i) Asvaghosa, the Buddhist monk, was a famous 
playwright and the name o f  one o f  his plays 
was “ Rastrapala.”

(ii) Asvagosa’s dramas were being recited, sung, 
and danced (i.e., staged) by Buddhists, (possibly 
because these were religious and philosophical 
plays).

(iii) At least one play “ Kastrapala”  began with the 
words: nundyante tatah pravisati sutradharah, like 
the plays ascribed to Bhasa.

It was the German savant Liiders that published 
fragments o f  Asvagosa’s plays from the ‘Turfan Manu­
scripts.” 12 The title o f one o f them was read as 
.Suriputrapraharana but those o f  others could not be 
decided. From the published fragments, it is not clear 
whether any o f  them are parts o f “ 'R .u stra p a la the 
play mentioned by Dharmaklrti, as quoted by Vadiraja. 
In the present state o f our knowledge, it is difficult to 
say anything more about the lost play. One may, at 
the most, hazard the guess that it was perhaps a religious 
■or morality play like the fragments recovered in part. 
Possibly, scholars in Tibetan and Chinese may be able 
to throw some light on this work o f Asvaghosa if  they 
come across references to Rastrapala.”

^Luders, Briichstucke Buddhistischer Dramen, Berlin, 1911; Das 
Sariputraj)rak arana, ein Drama des Asvaghosa, SBAW, 1911 and 
1912.
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Addendum
Since writing the above, the present writer has 

come across some earlier studies bearing on this question, 
which deserve to be recorded here:—

i. Sylvain Levi has collected all references to the 
story o f  Rastrapala in the Chinese version o f the 
Tripitaka in his article, ‘Encore Asvaghosa in 
the Journal Asiatique, 1928 (p. t 93f ). It emerges 
that Rastrapala is the name o f the hero o f the 
play since the story may reasonably be taken as 
identical with the story in the Katthapala-sutta o f 
the Majjhima-nikaya. 

z. Vidhusekhara Bhattacharya has succeeded in 
tracing the quotation from Dharmaklrti (referring 
to (Ratsapala-nataka) to the source, vi2., Vada- 
nyaya in an article, ‘ A new drama o f  Asvaghosa 
published in the Journal of the Greater India 
Society, Vol. V  (p. i j f ) .

5. Dr. Bagchi has drawn the attention o f  scholars 
to this very passage quoted also in Cakradhara’s 
Nyaya-manjari-granthi-bhanga, a work on Buddhist 
logic, noticed in the Jessalmere Catalogue (Gaekwad 
Oriental Series, No. X X I, p. 40) with the 
reading R ajyapala in the place o f Rastrapala. 
He has also added a reference to it in the Chinese 
translation (472 a . d .) o f Dharmapit&ka-nidana in 

his article, ‘The Rastrapalanataka o f Asvaghosa’ 
in the Sardesai Commemoration Volume (pp. 
261-263)

4. A  reference to the play in Jain canonical sources 
is indicated by Prof. Sekhar in his recent book 
on Sanskrit Drama.
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THE MESSAGE OF THE SANSKRIT EPICS 
—An Early Estimate by Anandavardhana

If  we try to understand the true national genius o f  
India in the past and the rich legacy o f culture and tradi­
tions handed down to us through the centuries, we 
naturally turn to the two outstanding epics— Ramayana and 
Mahabharata— for inspiration and edification. But at the 
very outset we will find that the two epics are unlike each 
other. While the Ramayana transports us into a region o f 
pure poetry, the Mahabharata stuns us with its encyclo­
paedic proportions and variety o f  themes. It defies, as it 
were, all attempts at determining the essential undercurrent 
o f  thought that permeates the entire work.

But even as early as the 9th century a .d ., Ananda­
vardhana, a literary critic o f Kashmir, tried to discover the 
central thread running in the works o f Valmlki and Vyasa.
His main conclusions embodied in his celebrated work, the 
Dhvanyaloka, are original and brilliant and o f more than a 
passing interest even to a modern student o f the epics. In 
what follows, an attempt is made to summarise Ananda- 
vardhana’s observations on the two national epics o f India.

Valmlki and Vyasa may be characterised as the two 
greatest poet-sages India produced. O f  these, as regards 
Valm lki, there are no two opinions that he is first and fore­
most a poet, that in fact, he is the adi-kavi, the father o f 
the poetic tradition in India. His epic is a mahakavya as 
also the adikavya. Therefore the Ramayana deserves to be 
estimated only by literary standards. But Vyasa is not on 
the same footing as Valmlki. His work is more than a uni­
form epic (kavya); it is a systematic exposition o f scriptural «
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truths (sastra). N ot only is tradition quite emphatic 
on this point, but he who runs may read. Hence the 
criteria o f literary estimate that would serve to explain the 
greatness o f the Ramayana cannot adequately explain the 
greatness o f the Mahabharata, when taken in themselves. 
They must be supplemented by other criteria but in such a 
way that they will not conflict with the conclusions arrived 
at on the basis o f literary criteria. It is in drawing this 
happy synthesis between the two conclusions that Ananda- 
vardhana’s greatness Lies.

N ow what are the substantial literary criteria that one 
would resort to in evaluating any poem (kavya) par 
aexcellence? .According to Anandavardhana, considerations o f 
metre and music and even imagery ( alankura) are purely 
extrinsic. The intrinsic factors are Rasa and Dhvani. The 
former is the name given to poetic content wTrile the latter 
indicates the suggestive manner in which feelings and 
emotions are aroused in the reader. In other words, the 
aesthetic emotions in a poem are far more pivotal than 
tricks o f style and glitter o f ornament.

The secret o f the appeal o f a poem o f magnitude 
( mahukavya) consists in the clever infusion o f the various 
rasas by the poet in a suggestive way; but lest the funda­
mental unity o f the poem be impaired, it is necessary that a 
single rasa or sentiment should be made dominant through­
out. N ow  nebulous and hazy, now outshone by another 
rasa, yet standing out pre-eminently at all significant points 
in the poem— such is the nature o f the dominant sentiment 
(angi-rasa). A  clever critic should be able to trace its 
existence from the outset right up to the close o f a maha- 
Ldvya. This then is the key to the secret o f a successful 
poem according to Anandavardhana.
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Applying this formula to the Ramayana we find that 
pathos (karum-rasa) is the ruling sentiment. From the 
moment o f Valm lki’s sorrow at the sight o f the shrieking 
curlew (krauhca)  when its mate is killed by the hunter’s 
arrow, we can discover this karum-rasa constantly in the 
Ramayana; now in the pathetic lamentations o f the blind 
parents whose only son and support has been shot dead by 
Dasaratha, now in the old K in g ’s grief at the unavoidable 
exile o f his fond son, now in the sobs o f the queens at his 
sad demise, now in the pitiful cries o f Slta as she is help­
lessly carried away by Ravana, now in the dying groans o f 
jatayu, now in the pangs o f  Rama torn by separation, and 
finally in the untold suffering o f Slta discarded by her hus­
band to the mercies o f the wild. Such is the steady and 
even flow o f pathos or karuna-rasa in Valmlki’s great epic.

What about the Mahabharata? The critic cannot as 
easily pronounce his literary judgment. His task is more 
difficult here than in the case o f the Ramayana because of 
the gigantic dimensions o f the epic. But even so, Ananda- 
vardhana tackles the problem boldly and his remarks are 
very illuminating. A t the outset he draws our attention to 
the fact that the Mahabharata embodies heterogeneous 
elements, that it is both a sustra and a kavya rolled into one. 
Nevertheless he seeks to apply the canons o f literary 
criticism explained above and his conclusion is that in the 
Mahabharata also the closing note might serve as an indi­
cator o f the sentiment intended by the poet as dominant 
throughout the work.

The Mahabharata, as we all know, ends in a note o f 
despair, all the victors too meeting their end as victims o f 
fate ultimately. The great Pandava and Vrsni heroes o f the 
cataclysmal war themselves die in ignoble circumstances.
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N ot even Krishna can escape his doom. Bhlma’s gigantic 
strength and Arjuna’s unmatched valour, Yudhisthira’s 
righteous conduct and Krishna’s divine diplomacy— all turn 
out to be as much a waste as Duryodhana’s determined 
resistance with such redoubtable warriors as Bhlsma and 
Drona, Kam a and Asvatthaman, fighting on his side.

It is o f  course easy to dismiss the whole thing with 
the remark that in a conflict between right and wrong, 
between good and evil, the side o f the right and the 
good does emerge triumphant according to Indian ideas. 
But a little more reflection will show that neither o f the 
parties who take part in the fight is wholly wrong. I f  
Arjuna is a great hero, does not Karna at least on the 
other side lay claims to an equal, if not greater, greatness? 
Karna in his own way reaches to towering heights o f self- 
sacrifice and grandeur, and there is hardly a foible in his 
majestic and imposing personality. Is not Bhlsma, the 
old lion-like warrior, also a saint, an embodiment of 
truth and wisdom? Does not Drona, the teacher, elicit 
profound respect from Pandavas and Kauravas alike in 
respect o f his learning and age? Were the means adopted 
by the Pandavas in killing these saintly heroes wholly 
just? I f  we say that Abhimanyu was unjustly killed, did 
the Pandavas also not pay it back in the same coin a 
thousandfold? In the material plane, again, how far do 
Krishna’s actions merit the term just, whatever their 
mysterious implications may be in the spiritual altitudes?

Even if we suppose that the beastly insult to Drau- 
padl at the hands o f the Kauravas and their persistent 
refusal to share the kingdom with their brethren accounts 
adequately for all the retribution that followed, how are 
we to account for a similar fate that overtook even the
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Pandavas? D id not DraupadI herself lose all her children? 
Such, in short, are some o f the insoluble problems that 
confront us as we complete a reading o f the Mahabharata. 
The problem o f fate and freewill, the problem o f  good 
and evil, the problem o f  justice and injustice, and a host 
o f  other perplexing dichotomies are posed prominently 
throughout the Mahabharata.

N ow  the question is whether Vyasa is contented 
with posing these problems without bothering about 
their solution. It is Anandavardhana’s firm conviction 
that Vyasa has also indicated unmistakable solutions to 
these problems, and our estimate o f Vyasa is bound to be 
defective so long as we do not take pains to discover 
the solutions proposed. These solutions are sometimes 
indicated after the manner o f sdstra but most often they 
are brought out poetically. It should be our endeavour 
to  take note o f both and to see their essential identity.

Anandavardhana thinks that the final note o f the 
Mahabharata is an unmistakable pointer as to the intention 
o f  Vyasa, which is to emphasise the need for cultivating 
a sense o f detachment towards worldly pleasures. H ow­
ever promising they may look in the beginning, they are 
bound to land one in an abyss o f despair in the long 
run. When the greatest heroes could not escape their 
inevitable doom, how much more true this must be in 
the case o f  ordinary men! T o get over the inevitable 
doom, there is only one succour, and that is in following 
the path o f moksa or supreme Beatitude.

Such is the impression one gets finally by reading 
the concluding episode o f the Mahabharata. When we 
look upon the epic as a sdstra, we say that its central 
teaching is moksa as parama-purusartha or ultimate value.



This has the support of all traditional commentaries on 
e great epic. But when we look upon it as a kavya, 

we would state the same truth differently, and say that 
t  e ominant sentiment o f the Mahabharata is Santa or 
tranquillity. Anandavardhana says: ‘Vyasa deserves every­
one s esteem as the foremost sage who attempted to 
rescue his fellowmen from the mire o f ignorance by 

t 6 ^  sound and steady knowledge. He has
stresse this idea of the desirability o f detachment in several 
p aces o f his epic. To quote only one such passage:

Just in the same proportion as worldly pursuits turn out 
0 ^  unavailing, one’s sense of aversion to them is 

engendered; there is no doubt about it.
($antiparva, CLXXIV, 4) 

th mf ht ^  Ur8e  ̂by some that Vyasa expressly claims in 
.  ̂ ntro Ucti°n or the AnukramanT that the work throws 
ig t equally 0n all the purusarthas and contains all the 

 ̂ ut this position does not go against the view held 
ere since the other rasas and purusarthas only serve to 

SCt/ ) ^  ®reater relief the importance o f Santarasa and 
mo ,sâ  as P arama-purUsartha. It is interesting to note that 
e\en in the anukramani., Vyasa suggestively refers to the 
pre eminence o f Vasudeva, the Supreme Reality. By 
imp ication, all other descriptions, the rise and fall in the 
oi tunes o f heroes, etc., are intended only to emphasise the

< esira i ity o f  renouncing material pleasures in favour o f 

)|CVOt3j n t0 t^e Lord. The addition o f the Harivamsa at 
1 1C t l̂e epic also points to the same conclusion,

y s lowing jn detail tlie merits o f devotion to the Lord,

j r r * 9* *  t̂ le solemnityanĉ serenity suĉ aw I 11 tie  struggle and stress o f mundane life beset with 
failures and frustrations.

The Message of the Sanskrit Epics 273



XXIII

/  INDIAN POETICS AND 
'  T. S. ELIOT’S THREE VOICES OF POETRY 

I

Poetry has always been something o f a mystery. Its. 
appeal is as real as its nature is elusive. Why does a poet 
write at all? For whom does he write? What are the 
things that make for poetry? What are the outstanding 
qualities that distinguish the various literary forms ? Such 
questions have been raised by literary critics from time 
immemorial and the result is a bewildering bulk o f literary 
theory in the East as well as in the West. Occasionally, a 
poet steps out o f  his ivory tower o f  creation and turns the 
search-light o f critical introspection over the creative 
process to make new pronouncements in the world o f 
literary theory. The flair for novelty is universal; and it is 
not rare to find men o f  letters making claims o f cent per 
cent originality for their views and critics holding them 
high on that very score. T .S. Eliot, for instance, states in 
one o f his recent lectures entitled T h e  T k r e b  V o ice s  o f  
P o e t r y  (National Book League, 1953) that he has two 
aims in choosing his subject: ‘One is, to avoid saying 
anything that I have said before; the other is, to avoid 
saying anything that somebody else has said before.’ He is 
aware more than anyone else that ‘these aims together are 
almost impossible o f realisation’; but he justifies himself on 
the plea:— ‘if  there is no truth that has not been discovered 
by our ancestors, there is also no possible error by which 
they have not been deceived’ . The following is an attempt 
to show that at least a school o f critics in ancient India



were not so deceived and that T.S. Eliot’s ideas, whatever 
their originality in the history o f  English critical thought, 
have their echoes in an ancient Sanskrit text o f  literary 
criticism dating back to the ninth century a .d ., viz., the 
Dhvanyaloka o f  Anandavardhana.

II

Let me explain the three ‘voices’ o f T . S. Eliot in his 
own words as far as possible:— ‘The first is the voice o f the 
poet talking to himself or nobody. The second is the 
voice o f the poet addressing an audience, whether large or 
small. The third is the voice o f  the poet when he attempts 
to create a dramatic character speaking in verse; when he is 
saying, not what he would say in his own person, but only 
what he can say within the limits o f one imaginary 
character addressing another imaginary character.’ Poetry 
o f the first voice according to him is verse which does not 
attempt communication with anyone. It is concerned only 
with self-expression o f the poet. A ll lyrics are examples o f  
it if  we attach the widest possible significance to the word 
‘lyric’ . The second voice is dominantly found in the epic 
and in all poetry that has a conscious social purpose—  
poetry intended to amuse or to instruct, poetry that tells a 
story, poetry that preaches or points a moral, or satire 
which is a form o f  preaching. The third voice is unique 
to poetic drama. Here the author not only imparts some­
thing o f himself to his characters but is influenced by the 
characters he creates. O f  these three voices, while only the 
first or the second are heard dominantly in other forms o f  
literature, it is the unique glory o f poetic drama that all the 
three voices are heard and beard harmoniously therein. It
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demands o f the dramatist that the creator be everywhere 
present and everywhere hidden.

The implications o f T.S. E liot’s position sketched 
above are profound and far-reaching. He not only indicates 
why poetic drama is the best and most enduring form o f 
literature, but also provides the means whereby the critic 
can distinguish between the different levels o f literature. I f  
the concern o f the critic is to reach the core o f the poet’s 
experience, he will have to keep himself alive in different 
ways to lyric, epic and drama. The new approach o f T.S. 
Eliot is calculated to assist the critic in his literary appre­
ciation by imparting to him the very secret o f the poetic 
process.

Ill
N ow  the N ew  Sanskrit literary theory o f  Ananda- 

vardhana known as Dhvani not only says much the same in 
essence, but was propounded by its author to remove the 
very prejudices sought to be cleared by T.S. Eliot. In the 
O ld School o f Sanskrit Poetics, the social and didactic 
purpose o f poetry was so much emphasized that only epics 
were regarded as poems par excellence. Lyrics were given 
recognition only to the extent they served the above 
purpose. They did not distinguish at all between fiction 
and poetic drama though all drama in Sanskrit practice had 
a strong poetic element. Instead o f recognising that the 
question o f communication was no part o f the poet’s 
primary concern and that his self-expression might succeed 
most when it defied normal ways o f  usage, they attempted 
the impossible task o f reducing such poetic usages ( Vakroktt) 
into so many set patterns o f alankaras or figures o f speech. 
Thus we might say in the words o f Eliot that the second



voice had come to receive greater attention, setting limits 
even to the first voice. They never paused to reflect on 
the third voice in poetic drama since in their opinion it 
was not on a par with poetry, being primarily intended for 
the stage.

Anandavardhana found these conventional principles 
unsound on almost every count since the primacy of 
Vratibha ( =  creative imagination) or the first voice becomes 
the very bedrock o f his new theory known as Dhvani. He 
devotes one whole chapter (viz., the IV) for a full exposi­
tion o f the principle o f Pratibha. In the course o f this 
exposition is proved the hollowness o f the second voice 
when emptied o f  the first because it leans far too much on 
external figures for its effect. It is shown how the first 
voice obeys no laws except the genius o f the poet and bow 
there can be no poetry when it is unheard. A  new analysis 
o f the Sanskrit epics is made and the original conclusion 
drawn that the epics are great poetry only in so far as the 
first voice is heard in them no less distinctly than the 
second. Finally the artificial barrier that existed between 
drama and poetry is demolished and the principle is 
demonstrated that poetic drama is the best form o f literature 
since the poet commands there a third voice in addition to 
the first two. Anandavardhana’s Sanskrit equivalent for 
‘voice’ is the significant term Dhvani which literally means 
‘tone’ .

Just as T. S. Eliot speaks o f ‘the first voice’, ‘the 
second voice’ and ‘the third voice’ , Anandavardhana also 
speaks o f three kinds o f Dhvani. He even goes a step 
further and gives the three Dhvanis three distinct desig­
nations. Like Eliot, Anandavardhana too holds that there 
will be no poetry when all the ‘voices’ or Dhvanis are

Indian Poetics and T .S. Eliot’s Three Voices of Poetry 277'



:278 Essays in Sanskrit Literary Criticism

absent. Since E liot’s ‘first voice’ is the common condition 
o f  all literature, it comes very close to Anandavardhana’s 
Rasadhvani. [ Rasa is a poet’s mental state which is neither 
personal nor purely impersonal, but wholly partaking 
o f  Pratibha or creativity, dictating matter as well as form 
simultaneously and^is instanced in Valmlki whose soka or 
sensitivity led to the_ sjoka or poem, viz., the R amayana. 
We have only this first voice or poet’s self-expression in 
pure lyrics or Muktakas while the second comes to the fore 
in epics which aim at communication. In these very epics, 
when an episode is dramatically treated, when the poet is 
speaking not directly, but through a character, we may 
look for the third voice. But we will miss it so long as the 
poet’s purpose is to present narrative or event as it 
happened (itihasa) historically. It is only in the world o f 
drama that the poet’s creation becomes supreme since 
he identifies himself imaginatively not with any single 
character, but with all characters whose natures may be 
mutually opposed. It is only then that the author’s best 
expression o f  his inmost personality is achieved. T o use 
Anandavardhana’s words, in lyrics, etc.— in Sanskrit theory 
lyric does not relate to the personal emotion o f the poet 
but only to universalised experience— there is Dhvani o f a 
single Bhava or Rasa; in epics, etc., there is Dhvani o f  more 
than one Rasa and Bhava, not necessarily falling into 
a unity. But in poetic drama there is Dhvani o f several 
Rasas and Bhavas which necessarily fall into a unity. From 
the poet’s angle, this will be like saying that his speech is 
intimate in lyric, communicative and rhetorical in the epic 
but most significant and expressive in poetic drama. Since 
the essential core o f  the ‘first voice’ or Pratibha can be 
recognised only by a trained man o f taste, Anandavardhana



says that only a Sahrdaya is a literary critic. Since aliveness 
to the creative heart o f the poet is the sine qua non o f the 
critic, his intellectual judgments extend beyond the realm 
o f  the first voice though strongly grounded on it. So in 
Indian theory, Dhvani is not only related to Rasddi, but 
extends farther to Vastu and Alankdra, i.e. matter com­
municated and manner o f communication. While the first, 
i.e. Rasadi-Dhvani, is most rapid in its appeal and does not 
admit o f graded study ( Asamlaksyakratna)  the other types 
o f  Dhvani relating to sense (Arthasakti)  can be separately 
studied (Samlaksyakrama).  And Anandavardhana gives 
three significant names for these varieties:—

1. Svatah-sambhavi: lit. naturally possible.
2. Kavi-praudhokti-siddba: lit. imaginatively possible 

when the poet speaks in the first person.
3. Kavi-nibaddha-praudhokti-siddha: lit. imaginatively 

possible only in a character invented by the poet.
I f  the first relates to the objective and conventional manner 
o f  the epic poet, the second refers to the subjective and 
unrestrained nature o f lyric inspiration while the third has 
reference to dramatic invention wherein the poet lives 
in all his characters. Anandavardhana points out how the 
proper harmony between freedom and convention is 
reached only in Rasa-aucitya or the higher canon o f  unity 
o f  sentiment which is invariably illustrated in poetic drama. 
Another point noted by him is that the poet’s imaginative 
sympathy or Rasa-bhdva-samahitatva is more often than not 
accompanied by a swell o f striking imagery and great 
poetry will be great because o f all the Dhvanis acting in 
consort. Though the Dhvanis may be inter-mixed, yet their 
shades can be recognised as dominant or recessive in each 
passage. While Rasddi is the constant undercurrent, Vastu
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and Alankara take all possible hues and colours in a given 
instance, the logical possibilities noted being: 1/astu- 
Vastu, Vastu-Alankara, Alankara-Alankara and Alankara- 
Vastu. The poet speaks like a possessed man in lyric, etc., 
like a friendly counsellor in the epic, etc., while he is 
a true creator only in poetic drama. In Sanskrit poetics, 
the poet was honoured solely because o f  this last virtue o f 
his, he being regarded as even superior to god Brahma.

From the above account, one might see that the 
essential secret o f the poetic process so ably expounded by 
T . S. Eliot today was not unknown to ancient Indian 
literary critics. Though there are differences in detail, one 
cannot mistake the identity o f approach.



XXIV

SOME THOUGHTS ON SANSKRIT LITERATURE

Today we owe much o f our knowledge about Sanskrit 
literature to Western scholarship. A t a time when Sanskrit 
was practically unknown beyond the borders o f India, the 
value and importance o f Sanskrit for all students of 
literature and culture in die world were singularly brought 
out by the tireless efforts o f European scholars. Their 
critical method has indeed been successful in giving a 
connected and systematic account o f the various phases o f 
achievement in the history o f Sanskrit literature. But at 
the same time their literary judgments, more often than not, 
betray a woeful ignorance o f the spirit and genius o f 
Indian culture. Thus in their opinion the vast collections 
o f Vedic hymns are just curios in the realm o f primitive 
religion, with an occasional gleam o f poetry or a flash o f 
intelligence; the Upanishads preach no consistent philosophy 
teeming as they do with widely divergent doctrines, and 
their interest lies only in so far as they may be characterised 
as the starting-points for future philosophical systems; the 
Gita is a revolutionary work which challenges the sacerdotal 
tyranny over a caste-ridden society and which introduces 
the idea o f Bhakti, a cult o f  the Bhagavata sect, into the 
old Upanishadic conception; the Ramayana and the 
Mahabharata are epics o f the Heroic A ge in India without 
any striking unity either o f  authorship or arrangement. 
They are vast in range and varied in situation; but the cul­
ture depicted is poor and primitive. The Classical 
tradition o f Sanskrit Kavya-Literature is too artificial and 
mechanical to merit any praise and even the occasional 
flickers o f simplicity and originality are tainted by a didactic
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and religious outlook which is extraneous to true poetry. 
And even the history o f Fine Arts like Music and Painting, 
"Sculpture and Architecture, shows the same normative 
tendency at work o f blindly conforming to external stan­
dards, and realism is conspicuous by its absence, thus 
holding out for a modern student nothing but an anti­
quarian interest. As regards Indian Aesthetics, there is no 
such thing at all and a study o f Alankara-sastra is like 
studying the index o f a book and not the book itself. Such 
are some o f the commonplaces o f Western judgment 
regarding Indian culture and they are often slavishly echoed 
even by Indians who have been educated along Western 
lines.

II
I f  for a moment we try to forget with a determined 

will these pieces o f critical judgment so conveniently 
served out to us, and undertake an impartial survey o f 
Sanskrit literature which is representative o f all great 
achievements truly Indian, we should turn towards our own 
traditional standards for light and guidance. There is 
nothing surprising in a Western branding Sanskrit as a 
dead language, in dismissing the fine flowers o f  Indian 
thought as so many lifeless dogmas or in passing a derisive 
estimate over Art and Literature, as his nature and nurture 
cannot be changed. But it behoves us Indians, the present 
custodians o f all this rich legacy bequeathed by our 
ancients, not to toe the line blindly with the Westerners 
but to address ourselves to the task o f  reinterpretation and 
revaluation, which will serve to remove the many un­
deserved censures that have been heaped upon our culture. 
The task is a noble one but it is beset with several
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difficulties. Before we teach, we must learn. The duty o f 
discovering for ourselves the secret o f our culture, the very 
life-informing spirit which gave birth to such varied mani­
festations o f the Indian mind, devolves upon us and, it 
appears to the present writer that this golden key which we 
are now seeking lies in mysticism taken in its broadest 
sense, and a proper grasp o f it as the undercurrent o f  all 
our cultural achievements will provide the right perspective 
for study and will enable us to correct the prejudiced 
and erroneous judgments that have been pronounced so 
often.

Ill

W hile the intrinsic relationship between mystic experi­
ence and religion is obvious and readily admitted, no such 
relationship is recognised by the moderners between 
Literature or Art and Mysticism. Nonetheless, it was a 
cardinal article o f faith amongst our ancients. It was an 
established practice o f all writers in Sanskrit, whether 
literary or scientific, religious or secular, to begin their 
compositions with a mangala or prayer to God. Even when 
no initial mangaldcarana was available in a given work, the 
usual explanation was that it had certainly been performed 
by the author at the commencement in his own way 
though not left on record. This procedure is very signi­
ficant indeed inasmuch as it embodies a thoroughly Indian 
attitude towards all Literature and Art. This religious 
attitude may be recognised not only in the procedure o f the 
poets, scholars and artists, but in that o f the laymen also in 
their day-to-day affairs. Prayers to God were addressed by 
farmers before they ploughed or sowed or reaped; by 
traders and labourers when they began their day’s work.
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N o one who neglects or underestimates this essential 
religiousness o f  the Indians can do justice to their achieve­
ments. While it is true that this land o f millions harboured 
countless religions, creeds and sects, it is also true that 
there was an essential core o f beliefs common to all these 
and a core which had become the very warp and w o o f o f  
every individual that lived in India. While the externa 
differences have been strongly underlined, the intrinsic 
factors o f unity and agreement have been neglected by 
foreigners.

IV

Our chief concern here is to examine this religious 
attitude at some length and show how it has helped the 
Indians in the past to rise to their full stature o f personality 
in all cultural fields, but with particular reference to 
Literature. Man’s life on this planet has been one long 
quest for enduring happiness and peace o f mind. By 
merely leading an animal existence, neither his intellectual 
curiosity is satisfied, nor his spiritual craving stilled. Man 
is essentially driven to action by his innate instincts, 
emotions and desires, and he forges a society where he tries 
to attain the fullest measure o f individual happiness with­
out conflicting with the happiness o f other individuals. 
Man’s life thus becomes one long story o f social adjust­
ments but the discovery is made by some individuals at 
least whose spiritual sensibilities are strong, that this 
mundane, materialist way o f life is not enough to ensure 
them lasting happiness and they yearn for finding out a 
solution o f the problem. They stop not till the goal is 
reached and when they attain spiritual contentment, they 
preach what they know to be Truth from personal experi­
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ence for the benefit o f common men. The gospel may be 
one which is addressed to the intellect or one which 
appeals to the emotions. Thus the ultimate goal o f human 
life is admitted by one and all to attain spiritual bliss or 
Moksa, though the paths may vary according to the nature 
and training o f different individuals. This is how we may 
reconstruct the mental horizon o f ancient India.

Even before the dawn o f History, as early as the 
undated Vedas, this was the belief in India held by one and 
all. The Vedas were looked upon as sacred revelation 
containing all that there was to be known regarding ulti­
mate Reality. The hoary sages were all persons o f great 
spiritual eminence and the business o f the individual was 
to exercise all his parts on these texts o f undisputed 
authority in such wise as to find his self-fulfilment. The 
individual’ s greatness could be measured only in proportion 
to the degree o f his spiritual advancement. This held 
good in all walks o f life, in all castes and in all the profes­
sions.

But can we at this stage o f human advancement in 
Science and Industry, justify such an outlook? Does it not 
stand more to reason to say that any such outlook stifles 
and stultifies real growth o f the aits and the sciences? 
Indeed this has been the chief charge levelled against Indian 
culture from various quarters.

The problem must be faced squarely before any 
explanation can be attempted. Art and Literature at any 
rate, not to speak o f the sciences, are activities o f the 
human mind involving in their creation certain significant 
ideals and attitudes towards human life and calculated to 
awaken similar attitudes and ideals in the responsive 
connoisseurs. Indeed it will appear at first sight that the
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genius o f the poet or the artist proceeds ordinarily in 
a natural and spontaneous manner, and any conformity to 
external rules can only be taken as an obstruction to its 
smooth and even progress. This is the idea which lies at 
the bottom o f the charge against Indian culture noted 
above; and it has become almost a commonplace o f criti­
cism. Hence this idea deserves to be subjected to a 
searching scrutiny and, if  possible, the converging spheres 
o f poetic experience and mystic experience noted.

V
The precise relationship between Man’s experiences at 

different levels— Life, Art and Literature, Religion— should 
be examined at the outset. Life is indeed so complex and 
so varied that it provides innumerable possibilities o f 
experience with varying degrees o f pleasure and pain. But 
in the broadest analysis, we can only note the categories o f 
pleasure and pain and there need be no fear that the other 
subtler shades omitted will mar the force o f our argument; 
for we are concerned here with degrees o f self-satisfaction 
attained at various levels o f experience. A t the lowest 
level, we may distinguish such types o f  pleasure as are 
instinctive or animal; we characterise such experiences o f  
pleasure as higher that transcend the lower states not only 
in degree, but also in kind. Man is not a mere animal; he 
is a rational animal and he is also an imaginative and 
spiritual animal. It is the burning zeal for understanding 
his own true nature and the world around him that account 
for the sciences and systems o f philosophy. These bring 
him a type o f satisfaction which may be termed intellectual. 
But when he becomes acutely conscious o f the limitations 
o f  Science and Logic, his pleasure ceases to be abiding and
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he turns his efforts in the field o f Religion which vouch­
safes to him spiritual pleasure and brings in its train 
everlasting peace and a sense o f self-fulfilment. When he 
becomes keenly aware o f the imperfections o f instinctive 
pleasures, the short-comings o f  the things around him, the 
disorder and chaos in the scheme o f  things in the universe, 
he tries to manipulate them imaginatively and weave an 
ideal pattern o f perfection through Art and Literature. 
N or is this the only possibility. Art and Literature derive 
their inspiration from things o f  beauty in this work-a-day 
world too, but subject to one condition; and that i s : 
the dry and limited associations o f these must be completely 
removed and only the infinite aspects allowed to shine out 
supremely. What is very rare and but dimly felt in the ordinary 
world becomes the very stuff' out o f which poetry is woven. 
In either case, whether it is an imaginative construction or 
a re-construction o f  Reality the common element in both is 
unmistakable and it is the ideal transfiguration or mani­
pulation o f common values. Our ancients recognised this 
truth when they said that atisaya or poetic exaggeration is 
the very soul o f literature.

I f  Art and Literature derive their inspiration from 
Life, it must be admitted that in a sense they are mirrors o f 
Life at the ordinary level. But it does not mean a photo­
graphic representation; for these things do suffer a sea- 
change in the creative imagination o f the artist which is 
fundamentally idealistic as we already saw. In the realm o f 
A rt and Literature the laws that prevail are not identical 
with the laws we are familiar with in ordinary life. They 
are more systematic and more universal. Aesthetic joy, 
too, is not on a par with instinctive pleasure. It is im­
personal, idealised and more abiding than the personal and



limited joy in actual life. As such, it has been valued 
higher in Man’s estimate throughout the centuries.

We saw above how Art and Literature enable Man to 
catch a wider glimpse o f men and the universe, and the joy 
they bring is consequentially greater than that o f life lived 
at the ordinary plane. I f  literature helps a man to rise 
above his selfish interests and broadens his mind and spirit 
thus bringing him higher joy, this function is achieved to 
its fullest only in spiritual pursuit o f religion, where joy o f 
the highest kind is vouchsafed. The mind o f Man, which 
is almost a bundle o f  instincts, emotions and impulses 
at the animal level, is generally at war within itself and also 
torn asunder by conflicting interests from the outside. The 
conflicts are resolved and a sort o f harmony is reached in 
enjoying a work o f Art or Literature. This is the Indian 
view o f Rasa wherein sattvodreka or spiritual purity pre­
dominates over the other Gums which are the sources o f 
stress and strain, viz., Rajas and Tamas.

Thus understood, there will be no antagonism between 
the sphere o f A rt and I.iterature on the one hand and the 
sphere o f religious experience or mysticism on the other. 
In fact spiritual Bliss (Brahmunanda)  and aesthetic joy are 
the same in kind though they differ in degree. The degree 
o f  happiness is greatest in the beatific vision when all the 
contradictions in the world o f experience are resolved and 
the true nature o f Ultimate Reality is experienced; a vision 
where the spirit shines out supreme and the mind is 
broadened to its highest dimensions which are divine. It 
is indeed a foretaste o f this divine bliss, supernal and 
sempiternal, that can be had in aesthetic experience, in how­
ever small a degree.
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This truth was subscribed to by all sections o f  thought 
in ancient India and they held that a man’s w ork gains in 
intensity and breadth only in proportion to the steady and 
sustained advancement o f  the spirit alongside o f  intellect. 
Thus the greatest Sanskrit poets, Vyasa and Valmlki were 
also Rsis or sages, whose vision was perfect. Even secular 
poets considered it a proud privilege to train their imagi­
nations in the way o f the sages before they started writing. 
It was in a mood o f devotion, o f  consccration, o f  concen­
trated mind, that they took to composing. This explains 
their procedure o f Mangalacarana. As for composition, so 
for appreciation. Nothing profane could have any place in 
the realm o f culture as in the realm o f religion.

Having thus indicated the spirit that has been permeat­
ing Sanskrit Literature throughout the centuries, we may 
now notice the art instanced therein. In religion, our 
ancients perfected several paths o f discipline for the control 
and conquest o f the mind. In Literature, too, which they 
fundamentally viewed as an Art, they propounded and 
followed several minute laws that are especially directed 
towards securing universal appeal. The art o f the poet 
consists, according to our Alanhdrikas, in devising such 
ways and means as bring novelty and charm to the style 
without forgetting the primary object o f awakening sym­
pathetic aesthetic response from connoisseurs. In other 
words, Alankdras in conformity with Rasas was their 
dictum. Over-elaboration o f the formal aspects o f  poetry 
is not rare arrfongst some poets like Magha and Sri-Harsa, 
but it is only from our point o f  view whose minds are 
underdeveloped, relatively speaking. The poets in those 
days demanded o f the critics a taste and education o f the 
highest order and in the world o f  Art or Literature, no

19
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amount o f skill is really too much in absolute terms. When 
the skill or art becomes so universal and so subtle as 
to elude every ordinary mind, it might almost be taken as. 
approximating to divine perfection. The work o f the 
expert is always considered a waste by a layman and even 
the expert might fail to adjudge properly if  the culture and 
mental advancement o f the poet he is reviewing far out­
shines his own. Indeed it appears more decent to adopt a 
humbler attitude towards the stalwarts o f yore in the field 
o f literature and not to commit the fallacy o f underestimat­
ing them with the unsaid pride o f flattering ourselves as 
knowing much better. In Science and Industry we have 
certainly taken very rapid strides; but in cultural fields and 
religion, we need not overestimate ourselves. I f  our 
theorists tried to exhaust the various turns and twists that 
might be given to expressions to make them appear charm­
ing provided that the idea was poetic in itself, we need not 
call it a waste. It shows their power o f keen analysis and 
a mind which knows no halting before achieving complete­
ness and perfection.

VI
It might be said that the mystic element in Sanskrit 

Literature has not been properly appreciated by our critics. 
A ll our greatest poets have been uniformly regarded as the 
favourite children and chosen mouthpieces o f Sarasvatl f 
the Goddess o f Learning, in Indian tradition, even when 
they have been authors only o f secular writings. Poets like 
Kalidasa prayed: “ May the tribe o f  poets increase whose 
greatness is built on the shining light o f the sacred 
scriptures”  (Cf. Vravartatdm prakrtihitdya pdrthivah, Sarasvatl 
$rutimahasdm mahiyatdm— the Bharata-vakya o f Abhijnana-
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Sakuntala). It was this shining light o f scriptures that 
shaped the personal life o f the artists and that was also 
responsible for endowing their poetry with an immortal 
charm. This faith in G od and spiritual values determined 
the procedure o f the poet in everything— in the choice o f 
theme, in the depiction o f character and incident, in the 
delineation o f  emotions and sentiments, in the use o f 
imagery and in the employment o f diction. Another factor 
which influenced the literary art was their didactic or 
educational purpose; but it is also closely bound up with 
the former. A ll human pursuits were valued only in so far 
as they served as means to the acquisition o f one or more 
o f the four-fold fundamental end-values (purusarthas) 
o f  existence, viz., Dharma, Artha, Kama and Moksa, and 
Literature was no exception. The last was the chief con­
cern o f Moksa-sastras, no doubt; but no human activity 
could be justified when there was no harmony o f the other 
three values (trivarga) with that o f Moksa, and it was pre­
cisely this harmony that Literature and Art endeavoured to 
bring home to everyone in an appealing fashion. Hence a 
judicious presentation o f the concepts o f Jmna, Karma and 
Bhakti is also common in Sanskrit Literature alongside o f 
literary sentiments and information o f educative value. 
But the mainspring o f literary creation was always spiritual 
advancement, alongside o f cultivation o f the intellect and 
refinement in taste.

Judged in this light, some o f the objections raised1 
regarding the open procedure adopted by Sanskrit poets in 
describing Woman, Wine and so forth, will appear wide o f 
the mark. In Literature they considered it no sin to dwell 
at length on all aspects o f  the ideal creations and if  the 
grosser aspects are openly and even sensuously brought
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out, it is just an admission o f an important truth that these 
things affect our lives most in the lower level o f life. 
Frankness and candidness cannot be called a vice in the 
same sense as morbidness, and morbidness is something 
foreign to Sanskrit Literature. But ordinarily these are 
never treated as ends in themselves, but only as a back­
ground against which other equally or perhaps more 
important values like heroism are stressed. In the works o f 
our masters, passion sheds all its earthly repulsiveness and 
offensiveness and partakes o f a divine universality and 
purity. Sentimentality and impurity have no place in Sans­
krit masterpieces and those writings o f small men in which 
they abound stand self-condemned for that very reason.

VII
One word more regarding the art o f Sanskrit Poesy. 

The verbal Figures o f Speech like Slesa and Anuprasa have 
come in for much criticism. The truth o f the matter seems 
to be that the Aryans perfected a language with an ear for 
music unprecedented in the histories o f other peoples. And 
in the realm o f Literature this genius o f  the language was 
richly exploited and new and newer shades o f beauty 
achieved by them by persistent practice. One ought to be 
proud o f this singular achievement which is the unique 
glory o f Sanskrit literature. Similarly, wit, epigram, and 
antithesis contribute in their own way to intellectual alert­
ness and strikingness. Our disciplines o f rhetoric spoke o f 
the several possible elements o f grace only in relation to 
individual units that go to form the composite work and 
the place o f Figures o f  Speech in judging a work as a 
whole was never over-emphasised though it is so made 
•out by the critics.
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VIII
We have often digressed in the course o f  the above 

discussion; but in spite o f the digressions, it is believed that 
the central truth will stand out, that the atmosphere and 
achievement o f Sanskrit Literature can be adequately appre­
ciated only by a careful grasp o f the Indian genius as 
essentially embodying spiritual advancement, not in opposi­
tion to worldly values as is often alleged, but in harmony 
with it. A  deep study o f Indian Art will reveal that the 
principles evolved are not merely futile exercises o f cold 
reason unrelated to Life, but represent the heights of 
artistic perfection that have ever been reached by the 
human mind formulated in terms o f the understanding. 
The fact that during the truly long period o f a thousand years 
and more Sanskrit Literature exercised a living influence 
over all the provincial literatures is enough to combat the 
charge that it was a dead language long, long ago. Amidst 
the apparent diversities we have to discover its essential 
unity and the life-informing spirit which was able to 
nourish and sustain several literatures for long. It is only 
such a discovery on our part that can do justice to the 
deserving claims o f Sanskrit among the great literatures o f  
the world.
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XXV

THE CONTRIBUTION OF KARNATAKA 
TO SANSKRIT LITERATURE

Thanks to the researches o f scholars in ancient Indian 
history and archaeology, we are now in a position to state 
that the datable history o f Karnataka goes as far back as the 
•Christian era, and the achievements o f the Karnataka rulers 
form one o f the most glorious chapters in Indian history. 
N ot only the famous kings among the Satavahanas, Gangas 
Rashtrakutas, Chalukyas, Yadavas, Hoysalas and the Vijaya- 
nagara rulers, but even feudatories like the Nayaks o f 
Ikkeri were great promoters o f  learning and very often 
great contributors to literature themselves. Whatever the 
religious persuasion o f the rulers, the orthodox Vedic 
religion, Jainism and S'aivism, all received equal encourage­
ment at their hands; and as one might naturally expect, 
Karnataka did throw up great writers in Sanskrit, Prakrit 
and Kannada in the long period o f its recorded history.

For a few ccnturies (ist to 4th) in remote antiquity, 
Prakrit was the language preferred by the Satavahana kings 
who ruled over the present Maharashtra and North 
Karnataka (known as Kuntala earlier), and we have the rich 
anthology o f 700 Prakrit lyrics known as Sattasai ascribed 
to Hala Satavahana. It was during this period that 
Gunadhya wrote his great romantic tale, Brhatkatha, in a 
dialect o f ancient Prakrit known as PaisacI, a work which 
won unstinted praise from great Sanskrit poets like K ali­
dasa, Bana and Dandin, and ptoved a veritable source-book 
to Sanskrit poets and dramatists in later times. Though the 
work in the original is lost, three o f its late (c. 12th 
century) Sanskrit renderings— the Kathdsaritsilgara o f



Somadeva, the Brhatkathdslokasamgraha o f  Budhasvamin and 
the Brhatkathdslokamanjari o f  Ksemendra are available today. 
Hala’ s anthology found an able translator in Govardhana 
•of Bengal (12th century) whose work was in its turn further 
translated into other languages like Hindi.

Even in those early days, Sanskrit remained the undis­
puted all-India language o f  the learned, and the Satavahana 
court arranged for the first simplified grammar o f Sanskrit, 
known as the KutantravyHkarana. This work by S'arva- 
varman was indeed such a boon to beginners, who are 
easily deterred from the complexities o f the Paninian system, 
that it became the basis for similar attempts in Bengal and 
Kashmir as late as the 14th century.

Under the rule o f the Gangas, we have inscriptional 
records -—whose genuineness however is not beyond ques­
tion— which credit Durvinlta (6th century) with the 
authorship o f  a Sanskrit rendering o f  Brhatkathd, a commen­
tary on the difficult Fifteenth Canto o f Bharavi’ s great 
poem, KirdtarjunJya, and a grammar known as Sabdavatara. 
None o f  these are available now. But the extant Jainendra 
Vydkarana by Pujyapada, alias Devanandi, was perhaps 
written under the patronage o f Durvinlta. Tw o works 
published in fragment— Avantisundarikatha (ascribed to 
Dandin) and Avantisundarikathasdra— corroborate the fact 
o f Bharavi’s contemporaneity with Durvinlta; but the 
genuineness o f even these works has been called into ques­
tion by scholars. Yet the fact stands out that Bharavi was 
sl southerner, and he is expressly praised along with K ali­
dasa in the famous Aihole inscription o f Raviklrti (a .d . 634).

One is in the dark about the province from which 
Kalidasa hailed; but we have clear proofs (cf. Kantesvara- 
dautya) that he did visit the Kuntala court as a messenger o f
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his king, Chandragupta Vikramaditya. Bana, in his review 
o f  the chief characteristics o f different Sanskrit styles, lavs- 
his finger on poetic fancy as the hallmark o f the southern 
style (utpreksii daksinatyesu) and Bharavi’s poetry, abound­
ing as it does in happy flights o f  fancy, amply bears out the 
remark o f Bana. The Kiratarjunjya indeed may be regarded 
as the first ornate epic which provided the model for the 
definitions o f  mahakavya framed by Bhamaha and Dandin at 
a later date. Descriptions o f  set poetic themes— these are 
said to be 18 in number— like moonrise and sunset, ocean 
and mountain, seasons and sports, battle and city— at great 
length in a style bristling with conceits, both verbal and 
figurative, are seen in Bharavi alongside o f precepts on 
polity; and the meagre story serves as no more than a peg 
to hold all these in position. This is the new ornate tradi­
tion in Sanskrit poetry which Bharavi initiated from the 
South, and it has remained the all-India poetic tradition in 
Sanskrit ever since.

In the field o f drama, the renowned Mrcchakatika by 
Sudraka has been ascribed to the Ganga court (a . d . 

670-750) by scholars like Dr. Saletore. The popularity o f  
that play even on the modern stage has been demonstrated 
by its recent performances in the U. S. S. R. Again, one is 
not sure o f the province o f the earlier dramatist Bhasa, 
admired even by Kalidasa. One scholar from Madras—  
Prof. U. Venkatakrishna Rao— recently suggested that Bhasa 
must be from Karnataka on the basis o f a Sanskrit in­
vocatory verse o f his containing dvitiyaksaraprusa (rhyming 
second syllable in each line o f  verse) and some Kannada 
idioms in the dialogues o f the plays.

Am ong Jaina contributions in ancient Karnataka to their 
sacred literature in Sanskrit, Samantabhadra’s Mahubhusya



The Contribution of Karnataka to Sanskrit Literature 297

on the Tattvarthasutras o f  Umasvati and Aptamimamsa, a 
polemical work, deserve particular mention. This divine 
(c. 4th century) is credited with the authorship o f secular 
works also on medicine and grammar. The oft praised 
work o f Sri Vardhadeva, known as Cudamani, (Vardhadeva 
is said to have elicited praise from Dandin himself!) is 
however lost.

On the strength o f references in the bhasyas, Dr. 
S. Srikantha Sastri concludes that the great S'amkaracharya 
“ wrote his commentaries in the dominion o f the Chalukyas— 
Balavarma and Jayasimha”  (Sources of Karnataka History, 
pp. xxi-xxii). Early Chalukyan history is shrouded in 
mystery, and this is yet to be corroborated by other evidence. 
I f  it be true, this will go down in history as the greatest 
contribution o f Karnataka to Indian philosophical literature 
in Sanskrit; for S'amkara was the first thorough-going 
exponent o f Upanisadic Vedanta, by writing bhasyas on the 
prasthunatrayi. S'amkara’s philosophy has found admirers 
not onlv in India but also in the West. According to theJ o

same scholar, the Samksepasarjraka o f Sarvajnatman, which 
is a reputed treatise in post-S’amkara Vedanta, was also 
written in the realm o f the Chalukya K ing Adityavarman? 
son o f Pulakesin II {Ibid., p. 56). Perhaps the guess may be 
extended with equal force to the equally authoritative work 
Vancapadika by Padmapada, said to be a direct disciple o f 
Ssamkara. The quality o f  poetry instanced in Raviklrti’s 
Aihole inscription makes us conclude that Pulakesin must 
have, like Harsa in the North, patronised a number o f  
literary luminaries, though their works have not come 
down to us.

Coming to Rashtrakuta times, we are more fortunate 
inasmuch as important works are extant. We know reliably
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that Amoghavarsa (9th century) was himself a great poet 
and patron o f letters. Jinasena, his teacher, brought into 
being what was almost a new genre in Sanskrit literature by 
writing his magnum opus, the Mahupurana, which is at once 
a charming epic and a religious work. (He left it in­
complete, but it was completed by Gunabhadra, his pupil, 
who was, however, less gifted than the teacher.) The 
Sanskrit orthodox Vuranas used to be devoid o f poetic 
finish, and it is to the credit o f Jinasena that he could infuse 
the charm o f poetry into an otherwise arid narrative o f 
religious myth. He became the forerunner o f a new literary 
tradition for both Sanskrit and Kannada. We have also 
from his pen the Parsvabhyudaya, which is a poetic feat o f 
adding three more lines to each line o f Kalidasa’s Meghaduta 
giving, in the result, a poem about the Jaina saint Parsvanatha. 
This Jinasena is to be distinguished from an earlier Jinasena 
who is the author o f an equally voluminous work in 
Sanskr’t— the Harivamsa. A  new system o f Sanskrit gram­
mar known as Sakatayana-vydkarana (this author being 
different from his namesake mentioned by Panini) was also 
initiated in this king’s court. Sakatayana has himself 
written the gloss thereon known as Amoghavrtti, after his 
patron. Another protege o f the king was Mahavlra who 
wrote Ganitasarasangraha, an interesting mathematical work. 
Amoghavarsa himself is sometimes regarded as the author 
o f a Vrasnottararatnamulika, a collection o f  pretty didactic 
lyrics in the form o f question and answer. A  work on 
medicine known as Kalyiinakilraka by Ugraditya also be­
longs to this period.

A  very significant contribution to Sanskrit literature in 
the Rashtrakuta period was in the Campu form. The first 
Campu-kavya in Sanskrit we have is the Nalacampu by
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Trivikramabhatta in the reign o f K ing Indra III. In this 
form we see the happy blend o f  Bana’s brilliant prose with 
majestic measures found earlier only in lyrics and plays. In 
fact Karnataka writers had a special fascination for this 
genre and it is even supposed by some scholars that the 
word Campu itself may be o f  Kannada origin. The second 
great Campu in Sanskrit is also from Karnataka, the 
Yasastilaka to wit. Its author, Somadeva (c. 960 a .d .) is not 
merely a great poet but also encyclopaedic in the range o f 
the subjects in which he took an interest.

Halayudha’s Kavirahasya is an interesting work illus­
trating Sanskrit roots in graceful verses, and it was written 
in the reign o f K ing Krishna III. The powerful play 
Candakausika by Ksemlsvara was again a work o f this 
period as is evident from its prologue. So too is Asaga’s 
Vardhamanacarita. Asaga is a great name among the 
pioneers o f Kannada literature.

Under the Western Chalukyas also we see great works 
in Sanskrit being produced. It was in the court o f King 
Jayasimha III (a .d . 1018-1042) that the far-famed Vadiraja 
flourished. On him every superlative has been heaped in 
Jaina inscriptions as a poet and debater. His Yasodharacarita 
and Parsvanathacarita are very good poems after Kalidasa’s 
manner. A  contemporary o f Vadiraja was Vadlbhasimha, 
alias Odeyadeva, the author o f two readable prose romances 
in Sanskrit— Gadyacintumani and Ksatracadamani, the latter 
containing some historical matter also. T o this period 
again belongs the Chandonusasana o f Jayaklrti, edited recently 
by Prof. H.D. Velankar. This is an important work on 
Sanskrit prosody standing midway between Kedarabhatta’s 
Vrttaratnakara and Hemacandra’s Chandonusasana. The 
Konkan ruler Mummuniraja (c. 1060 a . d .) patronised
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Sodhala, the author o f Udayasundarikatha, a Campu work o f  
note in view o f its references to earlier writers. In his 
Rdshtrakutas and their Times, Dr. A.S. Altekar w rites: “ It 
was during our period that the literature on poetics 
flourished luxuriantly in the valley o f Kashmir. The rugged 
Deccan had, however, hardly any contribution to make to 
that department.”  A  stray exception is provided by the 
short but interesting Alankdracintdmani o f  Ajitasena, dated 
980 a . D. by Dr. S. Srikantha Sastri, but actually as late as 
the 14th century.

The Chalukya ruler Vikramaditya V I (1076-1126 a .d .) 

was a patron o f the Kashmirian poet Bilhana who wrote in 
his court the semi-historical poem Vikramdnkadevacarita. 
It was in this king’s court that the renowned Mitdksard was 
written by Vijhanesvara. As Dr. Kane observes, “ the 
Mitdksard occupies a unique place in the Dharmasastra 
literature. Its position is analogous to that o f the Mahd- 
hhdsya o f Patanjali in grammar or to that o f the Kdvyaprakasa 
o f  Mammata in poetics. It represents the essence of 
Dharmasastra speculation that preceded it for about two 
thousand years and it became the fountainhead from which 
flowed forth streams o f exegesis and development.”  (History 
of Dharmasastra, Vol. I, p. 287). It is not merely a com­
mentary on Yujhavalkyasmrti. It is a digest o f smrtis 
explaining contradictions among them by following the 
rules o f interpretation laid down in the Purvamlmarhsa. 
system. It has continued to be held in high esteem, and 
indeed is still accepted as an authoritative source o f Hindu 
law.

In the field o f Vuranas too, some scholars opine that 
the far-famed Bhdgavata, though ascribed to Vyasa, is really 
the work o f a Southerner (of about the 10th century) as-
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there are clear passages in the X I Book in praise o f the 
River Kaverl.

The Chalukya emperor Somesvara IV  got up what is 
perhaps the first encyclopaedia in Sanskrit— the Abhilasi- 
,tarthacinta?7iani or Rajamdnasolldsa. It is a work in 100 
cantos and “ throws valuable light on almost all aspects of 
Karnataka culture, from cooking to kingship. It deals with 
all the arts, sciences and amusements o f kings.”  Apararka, 
another significant commentator on Ydjnavalkyasmrti, was a 
proteg6 o f this ruler, Somesvara.

The disappearance o f the Chalukya power was 
followed by the rise o f the Yadavas o f Devagiri and the 
Hoysalas o f  Dorasamudra. Under the Yadavas we find 
reputed writers like Hemadri who wrote smrti digests like 
the Caturvargacintdmani and I fratakhanda. The Suktimuktdvali 
o f  Jalhana, which is an anthology o f subbasitas, and the 
Sangtaratndkara which is an authoritative work on music 
by Sarngadeva, were inspired bv the Yadavas.

Tradition has it that the great S'rlvaishnava teacher, 
Ramanuja, was given asylum by Hoysala Vishnuvardhana 
and that his great philosophical works were written in the 
Hoysala State. Confirmatory evidence, however, for the 
tradition is not yet available. A  great Sanskrit poet who 
adorned the Hoysaja court (13th century) o f K ing Vlra- 
ballaja was Vidyacakravartin. He held such titles as 
Samskrta-sarvabhauma and Sahajasarvajna. His works in­
clude : SanjTvim— a commentary on the Alankdrasarvasva, 
Sampradayaprakasini— a commentary on the Kavyaprakdsa, 
Virupaksapancasika— a poem, and Rukmimkalyana— a play. 
His son, Sakalavidyacakravartin, wrote Gadyakarnamrta, a 
prose panegyric o f his patron. A  sample o f the Sanskrit 
poetry cultivated by the Hoysala court, in Dr. J. D.
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Derrett’s English rendering, is given below :
A  forest-dwelling maiden shy 
Roams in the city o f thy foe—
Ballala, who art lord o f a ll!—
A  noble city left to die.
Her eye is caught by flashing fire
From gems dropped heedless on the ground—
She fancies charcoal embers spread,
And quickly, lest they first expire,
Blows on them tiny sandal-chips,
Her eyes half-closed against the ash :
N o incense rises, but a swarm 
O f bees seeks fragrance from her lips.
They hover close: she thinks them smoke. 
(Strange errors thy just wars provoke!)

Among Virasaiva writers too there was great literary 
activity during the 12 th century, and in case some late 
author has not fathered the work on S’rlpatipandita, his 
Snkarabhusya will rank as the earliest contribution o f the 
Vlrasaivas to Sanskrit philosophical literature. But the 
genuineness o f  the authorship has often been impugned by 
modern scholars. We find Kaviraja, a poet from Banavasi 
(c. 1200) popularising the tradition o f dvisandhanakavya, 
or poetry which can yield two stories in one work, by 
writing R aghavapandavlya.

I f  Karnataka provided an asylum for the Vedantic 
teachers, Sankara and Ramanuja, it was the very birthplace 
and home o f activity o f the celebrated champion o f Dvaita, 
Madhvacarya, whose date has been worked out to be 
between a . d . 1239 and 1317 by D r. Saletote (Ancient 
Karnataka, V ol. I, p. 432). Some 37 works are ascribed to  
Madhvacarya, the chief among them being Gjtabhusyay



The Contribution of Karnataka to Sanskrit Literature 303'

Gitatatparya, Sutrabhasya, Ambhasya, Mahabharatatutparya- 
nirnaya, Vramdnalaksana, Tattvasankhyuna, Mciyuvadakhandana, 
Tattvodyota, Visnutattvanirnaya, the others forming glosses 
on Upanisads mostly.

But it was with the establishment o f the Vijayanagara 
empire in 1336 that the heyday o f Karnatak history was 
reached in every department o f life and culture. Naturally} 
the Karnataka contribution to Sanskrit reached its zenith 
under the unstinted patronage o f these rulers up to the end 
o f the 16th century.

The most notable literary figures in this golden age o f 
revival o f old learning were the brothers Madhava and 
Sayana. Both held ministerial posts in the reign o f Bukka, 
and under their guidance available knowledge in all 
branches o f Sanskrit study, secular and sacred, was syste- 
matised and written down in the form o f manuals and 
textbooks. The follow ing standard works are from the pen 
o f Madhava on Brahmanic religion:

'Parasarasmrtivyakhya, Kalamadhaviya, and Jaiminiyanya- 
yamalavistara. He is traditionally identified with Vidyaranya* 
the great Advaita philosopher-statesman, while some 
scholars are chary o f accepting the identification as genuine. 
I f  the tradition be true, then the classical works o f the 
Advaita system, vi^., Vivaranaprameyasangraha, Jivanmukti- 
viveka and Vahchadasi will all be from Madhava’s pen after 
he assumed samnyasa and took the name o f Vidyaranya. 
The popular biography o f S'amkara called Samkaravijaya 
is also ascribed to Madhava; but internal evidence shows it 
to be the work o f a much later author known as Abhinava- 
kalidasa in the Vijayanagara court.

The work o f Sayana is more than amazing. For the 
first time in the history o f  India, all the Vedic scriptures—
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the truly extensive Samhitas and the major Brahmanas o f  
the four Vedas— were fully explained and annotated word 
by word in classical Sanskrit. For Vedic exegesis, Sayana’s 
Bhasya is an invaluable key embodying ancient tradition, 
and even modern scholars who differ from him in details o f 
interpretation have recognised the indispensable help o f 
Sayanabhasya. This in itself is more than a life-w ork; but 
we have also from Sayana’s pen the following standard 
works, each a compendium o f merit and really astounding 
in size: Subha sitasudhatiidhi (anthology), Karmavipaka (smrti) 
Yajnatantrasudhanidhi (ritual), Alankara sudhanidhi (poetics), 
Vurusarthasudhanidhi (Purana), and MadhavTya Dhatuvrtti 
(on roots). Some scholars have suggested that Sayana must 
have utilized the services o f a number o f pandits who 
wrote works in his name. One cannot easily decide this 
issue one way or the other. Sayana’s son, whose name is 
again Madhava, wrote the most popular history o f Sanskrit 
philosophy, the Sarvadarsanasangraha. At the same time we 
have another Madhava (mantrin), a disciple o f the SJaiva 
teacher Kriyasakti, who wrote a commentary on the 
Sutasamhita. Nanartharatnamala, a lexicon, was written 
by Irugappa, minister o f Harihara II.

We find a woman writer too in this period, Ganga- 
devl. She was the queen o f Kampana, son o f Bukka, who 
conquered the Cola territory for Vjjayanagar, and in her 
charming poem, Madhuravijaya, she eulogises the conquest 
o f  Madura by her husband. Its poetic merits are o f a very 
high order.

Praudhadevaraya II (1422-48 a .d .) wrote Katiratna- 
pradipika, a text-book on erotics. Under Devaraya, we 
find the court-poet Dindima writing the ornate epics 
Saluvdbhyudaya and R amabhyudaya, and in the reign o f



Achyutaraya was composed the Achyutarayabhyudaya. A ll 
these are semi-historical poems. A  poetess, Tirumalamba, 
wrote the Varadambiksparinayacampu in praise o f  her patron 
Achyutaraya. Krishnadevaraya himself is reputed to have 
been the author o f poems like Madalasacarita and plays like 
JambavatTkalyana. His court-poet Lolla Laksmidhara 
wrote the Daivajnavilasa, which is an encyclopaedic work, 
besides a commentary on Samkara’s SaundaryalaharJ.

Great names in the history o f Sanskrit literature like 
Vedanta Desika (S'rivaisnava), Appayya Dlksita (S'aiva and 
Advaita champion), and Vadiraja (Dvaitin) were all 
patronised by the Vijayanagar Court, now at the height o f 
its glory. A  number o f  commentaries and scholia were 
written during this period by the adherents o f different 
religious sects, which cannot be mentioned here. We may 
note in passing that the age o f creative writing was over 
and had given place to an age o f manuals, tracts and 
compendiums in every branch o f study.

That the cultivation o f Sanskrit learning continued 
even in the courts o f feudatories is evidenced by the vogue 
o f  encyclopaedic works like Basavappa Nayaka’s (a .d . 
1696-17x4) Sivatattvaratnakara. The work consists o f 108 
chapters and is the essence o f all sciences o f  knowledge 
coming within the purview o f the Vedas and the Agamas. 
There is material o f interest to historians also, as it gives 
accounts o f the biography o f  Basavesvara and the founding 
o f  the Vijayanagara empire. It deals, like Manasollasa 
noticed already, with varied topics like the geography o f 
India, town-planning, architecture, iconography, music, 
army manoeuvres, theatres, painting, dancing, astrology, 
the training o f horses, cows, elephants etc., besides matters 
o f  religious interest culled from various Saiva Agamas and

The Contribution of Karnataka to Sanskrit Literature 305

20



XXVI

THE DATE OF AJITASENA’S 

ALAMKARACINTAMANI* 

I

While surveying 'Karnataka’s contribution to Sanskrit 
Literature’, I was drawn to the Alamkaracintamani o f Ajita- 
sena as a singular contribution o f Karnataka scholarship to 
the field o f Sanskrit Poetics. From the earlier notices o f 
scholars which I had occasion to consult in this connection, 
the work appeared to hail from the reputed poet-scholar- 
pontiff Ajitasena (of the ioth century a .d .), the guru o f  illus­
trious Ganga kings like Marasimha II, glorious ministers like 
Camundaraya and well-known Kannada poets like Ranna— 
all unforgettable names in Karnataka history. When I 
found that an old palmleaf manuscript o f this very work 
was available here in the Library o f the Kannada Research 
Institute (No. 797), I took up the task o f  studying the 
same1 alongside o f the printed copy received from Dr. 
Upadhye. I find that the earlier views regarding the author 
and his date need revision and I proceed to show how the  ̂
work cannot be earlier than the 14th century a .d . in the 
light o f  internal evidence furnished by the work itself.

*1 am highly indebted to Dr. A. N. Upadhye for several valuable 
suggestions and also for sparing for my use his personal copy of the 
now rare edition of this work printed at Kolhapur in 1907 as a work 
of Jinasena.

11 am thankful to Dr. B.A. Saletore, the Director of the Institute, 
for giving me facilities to study the Manuscript. »
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II
The first scholarly account o f  the Alamkaracintamani 

appears in Dr. S. K . D e’s Studies in the History of Sanskrit 
Poetics2:—

“  <Alamkaracintamani Edited by Padmaraja Pandita in 
the Kavyambudhi, 1893-94’ .3 The author was the Jaina 
priest o f Camundaraya, minister o f the Ganga king Raca- 
malla, and flourished in the latter part o f the 10th century. 
He was the teacher o f  Nagavarman, a Kanarese poet, who 
lived under the protection o f Rakkasa Ganga, younger 
brother o f Racamalla. Ajitasena also wrote Cintamani- 
prakasika on Yaksavarman’s Cintamani which is itself a 
commentary on S'akatayana’s Sabdiinusasana. ” 4

These two works were first noticed by Rice5 and 
it was Hultzsch who first ascribed them both to the

2 Vol. I, p. 283.,
3 Dr. A.N. Upadhye informs me that Kavyambudhi is the name of 

an old (now defunct) Kannada journal published from Mysore or 
Bangalore. My attempts to secure this edition proved unsuccessful.

4Dr. De also notices another work of Ajitasena, viz., the Srngara- 
manjari, written at the instance of a Jaina prince of the lunar race 
named Raya or Kamiraya for his instruction. It consists of 3 

“chapters and 128 stanzas dealing with Dosas (I), Gunas and only ten 
■ tdankaras—WPTT, W F , 5n%, WTfoPTTiT, t$ , *n*PT,

and — (op. cit. p. 284). Even this is not the work
of the great Ajtasena of the 10th century, as some times supposed. 
In this connection, Vide- Seshagiri Shastri, Report on Search for 
Sanskrit and Tamil Mss. for 1893-94, Madras, p. 83; & Krishnam- 
achari, History of Sanskrit Literature, p. 752.

5 Sanskrit Manuscripts in Mysore and Coorg, p. 304, No. 2795; p. 
308, No. 2818.
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far-famed Ajitasena, eulogised in the Mallisenaprasasti o f  
S'ravanabelagola.6 Hultzsch says:— He may be identified 
with Ajitasenacarya, the author o f the Alamkaracintamani 
and Maniprakasika .7 That the full title o f this latter 
work— which we shall not discuss here —was Cintamani- 
prakasika is corroborated by Hiralal8 and that this was a 
gloss on Yaksavarman’s commentary called Cintamani on 
the Amoghavrtti o f  $akatayana-vyakarana is noted b y . 
Belvalkar.9

Prof. H. D . Velankar10 and Dr. P. V . Kane11 notice 
the Alamkaracintamani but do not add any further details 
about its author.

Dr. V . Raghavan, however, notes the following infor­
mation in his New Catalogus Catalogorum about the work 
under consideration: —

“ Alamkaracintamani— by Ajitasena, a Jain guru 
o f  the Santlsvara temple at Bangavadi. Arrah, I.A. p. 
22— author given as Jinasena probably wrong . . .  
commentary Mysore I. p. 295 mentions that Ajitasena 
wrote the work in the Santlsvara temple at Bangavadi- 
pura” .

6In th is eulogy we find that Ajitasena held the title Vadibha- 
simha; cf.

: I I

T̂fcT I
—verse 57 (Ibid).

7Epigraphia Indica, Vol. I l l ,  p. 184 ff.
8Catalogue of Sanskrit & Prakrit Mss. in C.P. and Berar, p. xxv.
9 Systems of Sanskrit Grammar.

10 Jinaratnakosa.
11 History of Alamkara Literature, Index.
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The edition o f the work printed at Kolhapur also 
ascribes the work to" Jinasena instead o f Ajitasena, and the 
same is the conclusion o f L. B. Gandhi.12 Dr. S. S'rikantha 
Sastri too thinks that “ this Ajitasena was also called 
Jinasena” ,13 adding that ‘this work may be dated c. 980
a .d .’ on the basis o f an inscription from Mujagunda.

The above survey shows that no scholar has seriously 
.doubted the ascription o f Alamkaracintamani to the 
famous Jaina pontiff o f the 10th century in Karnataka 
history.

Ill

In spite o f the consensus o f opinion seen above, the 
internal evidence, to be set out presently, will leave little 
doubt about the Alamkaracintamani as coming from an 
Ajitasena of a much later period. Much o f the earlier error 
in ascription is due perhaps to the prefatory remarks made 
by Santaraja, the very late author (1808 A. D .)14 o f what is 
just a fragment o f a commentary— running to just four 
pages— on this work. This commentary is found in the 
Manuscript (in Kannada characters) No. A. 67 belonging 
to the Oriental Research Institute, Mysore. The remarks 
are

12Introduction to Narendraprabhasuri’s Alamkaramahodadhi’ 
Gaekwar Oriental Series.

18 Sources of Karnataka History, pp. 168 & 171.
14 Cf. JTWTTTTfsr___(colophon o f commentary). ^ =  0

(or 5), *1 =  3, =  7 7 = 1  (SS 1730+78 =  1808 A .D .(?) I owe this 
explanation to Pandit Narayanaswami Sastri o f the Mysore Orien­
tal Research Institute.
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surfer

■jrT’T i^^T orr^T ferJT ^R T f^pf^raf*m fsrT jf?m iP T F r -

3 JW : srfer^^nrsfl'^"?;: '^ T f e '^ fS f^ r R f l^  ̂ cJTT^^Srf ̂ R5TT?^ 

f%#fenT ^^m^fcr-sffaifcirrfe i
This late commentator wants us to believe that the 

author Ajitasena is none other than the guru who was wor­
shipped by great emperors o f yore and was reputed for his 
learning in all the systems o f Indian Philosophy, and that 
he composed his work in the famous temple o f Santlsvara 
in Bangavadipura. While it is true that towns o f  the latter 
name are mentioned in some inscriptions,15 we are not so 
sure that there was any shrine o f Santinatha in any o f these 
out-of-the-way towns. O n the other hand, we are pretty 
certain that the scene o f activity o f the famous Ajitasena- 
•charya o f the ioth century was the celebrated city o f 
Bankapura16 where the shrine o f Santinatha was situated. 
This late commentator thus appears to be confused in his 
tradition, mistaking as he does Bankapura with Bangavadi- 
pura, and cannot therefore be taken very seriously in his 
other statement about the identity o f the author.

IV
The Kolhapur edition o f the Alamkaracintamani, 

mentioned already, contains the follow ing statement by the 
scribe: —

15e. g., one in Kolar taluk and another in Mulabagal taluk; vide : 
Epigraphia Carnatica, Vol. X. Bangavadi, however, is known tradi­
tionally to form a division of the Tulu country on the West Coast.

16Vide: Epigraphica Indica, Vol. XIII, No. 14, p. 168 ff.
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TrsnfsncTar^m^w frfira'TWT io •»

ftsrasRri r p t  ii

H-iq+'iqctA *T1% ^  I
a n f t ^  ^  ii

?Fipp Tfs^T ?T: II
5pT5*ft 'TTf̂ T m t  =5 ^TfT^RTfi^ =sr I 
^JTrr#rerMRt ww^sfq- ^ i
t r ^ l  STRftSf............ ”

This date, according to the Indian Calendar, appears 
to correspond with the date 10-10-1412 o f the English 
calendar.17 And that supplies us the terminus ad quem o f  the 
work.18

V
Bhujabali Sastri is o f the opinion that Vadibhasimha,. 

alias Odeyadeva, the author o f two interesting prose 
romances— Gadyacintumani and Ksatracudamani— is identical 
with the famous Ajitasena eulogised by Mallisena.19 But 
Nathu Ram Premi is chary o f accepting this identification.20

171 am indebted to Pandit Sri Narayanaswami Sastri for this 
calculation. But there is room for verification of the suggested 
correspondence.

18 The edition seems to be based on a single Ms. running -up to the 
end since the editor, Sakharam Nemicandra Dosi remarks at the 
end— I There is only one variant 
reading suggested in the whole book (on p. 7 0 ) which is ostensibly 
based on another incomplete Ms.

19̂ -fa^r-->TTFPT, Vol. VI, No. 2 and Vol. VII, No. 1.
20 ark f̂cTpET, (1956), p. 314f.
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There is also one Ajitasena in the Vattavali o f  the S'enagana 
published by D r. Upadhye.21 But these are not o f  much 
help in determining the authorship o f the Alankaracinta 
mani.

VI

In the absence o f decisive external evidence, we shall 
turn to internal evidence. After salutations to Santinatha, 
Sarasvatl and ‘ Samantabhadradi-Kavikunjaras’, the author 
plunges into the subject direct with the observation that 
his illustrative verses, being mostly culled out from works 
like ‘ Vurvapurana’ and in praise o f  merited souls, would, in 
a way, endow his own w ork with something o f the worth 
o f  a stotra?2 The work alluded to seems to be Jinasena’s, 
Clearer is the reference in the verse:—

" (AC II, 28)
where both Jinasena and Samantabhadra are mentioned. 
Twenty verses set out as illustrations o f riddle (prahelikas)  
in this context are from Jinasena’s Purvapurana.23 The

21 Jaina Antiquary, Vol. XIII, No. 2, p. 6.
22 3T5ft<TfOT I

rTcT: II
—(15) References are to the printed edn ,

23 One example may be noted:
^ S T  : JTtef fT ER-=53R : ftsRft I

VT 5T «PT fsRT: II— ̂ -o “v
—A C  (Alamkaracintamani), II 29 & Purvapuraria, XII, 226,
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latter’s invocation24 too is quoted in the chapter on figures 
o f speech (IV).

Samantabhadra’s verse: —
srfefcT l

is given as an instance o f arthapatti alankara ; 25 and at the 
close o f the section on Cakrabandha or diagram-poetry,2S we 
have a reference to Samantabhadra’s Jinasataka.

Amoghavrtti is referred to once.27
A  sly but deliberate reference to Vidyananda, the 

author o f AstasahasrJ, is unmistakable in the puzzle:
?rF=r iV. 0 4 C

TT'cirsruTg-if Fzr^mj ^  ii ‘ fasrPT*? u

But all these authors are earlier than the ioth century, 
and these allusions do not militate against the ascription o f 
the work to Ajitasena o f the tenth century.

But there is at least one other equally unmistakable 
author referred to; and that is Vagbhata, who is mentioned 
twice. The two passages are:—

1. 5TT**|2ra%SPTT I 28

2. : i 
iretepf fJTct WIT II 29

o

•‘r f  H-qrwrTffto't 11c. >s

The figure is declared to be Rupaka here.
MAC  IV, 83.
^  AG  II, 64 f.
27 ?r% srraTf^FTfcr i

ii— —A C i l l ,  I 4 f .
^  AC V ,C8f,°

29 AC  V, 95 f. and Vagbhatalamkara, III. 4.
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Though there are two Vagbhatas in the history o f 
Sanskrit Poetics, the one alluded to here is clearly the first, 
the author o f VJgtbhatulamk~ra, who is positively known 
to have lived in the 12th century a .d ., as he was a con­
temporary o f K ing Jayasimha (1093-1143). These passages 
go to prove that our Ajitasena was not earlier than the 
1 2th century. An idea o f how much later he might have 
been is furnished by the following considerations.

V II

That the author’s name was only Ajitasena, and not at 
all Jinasena, is proved by another verse in Cakrabandha30 in 
which the author has cleverly, but clearly, mentioned his 
name as also an alternate name o f the work as a whole. 
The author has supplied the key also in the w ords:

“ 3pt tTspraippJr'JT frftr : vrenrercftftr
1"

It emerges that the name o f the composition was ‘ Bharata- 
jasas’ and that the author’s name was Ajitasena.

The name ‘ Bharata-yasas’ suggested as an alternative 
title o f the work makes us suspect some model for his pro­
cedure; and one need not be surprised that the model 
is furnished by the Pratuparudra-yasobhasam o f  Vidyanatha, 
who lived in the 13th century. In fact, it is the only work 
where both the author’s name and the name o f the work

30 3TT w m : 317%
sre fo=T: TT: I

fn: •RT 3ft : 11
AG, I I I .  179 .
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are found imbedded in an identically same Cakrabandha 
with an identical formula for reading the letters in the 
required order so that the concealed names may be got at. 
There the form o f  the message is:31

“ are fTJTTr  ̂ I ”
O f  course, one might argue that Ajitasena might himself 
have provided the model for Vidyanatha to follow. But 
such a view is silenced by a perusal o f the innumerable 
examples o f similarities that extend to definitions o f con­
cepts like sayya, paka and sanghatana on the one hand and, 
on the other, exposition, division, classification and illus­
tration o f practically every alamkara and gun a. An unbiased 
scholar can easily see which way the borrowing lies, and 
that in this case it is Ajitasena’s and not vice versa. A  few 
typical examples are set out below7 in opposite columns:—

Alamkaracintamani

srmT '•dV'-r w

Prataparudriya 
i . on Figures:

o

^nfcr i • • .
—p. 245

+  U'-i I *TT?T =t> 13 -

I -fl N fWT-
f^=5%cfTT̂ 3fff f j j  srdtonff H
faira i

—p. 52

31 Cf. Pratdparudra-yasobhumna (Balamanorama Edition), p. 252,
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2. definition of Upamd.

^ spTcf: I 
11

—p. 254.

3. example of absence of nyuno-
pama:

STt^Tfcr: 11

4. definition of sayya:
2|T TTT’TT 3^4%

—p. 49

5. definition of draksdpaka: 
?T«TTW:fl^f^Wf^:?gp:sr*r: I

—p. 49

6. example of ajahallaksana: 
q?ir: T̂̂ frl̂ T«TPT qTC'TtstJRTCHT |•o N

- p .  36

flT^JRPT ?Wcf: fij^T TO : I 
f T̂#I ^m ^TT ||

—p. 54

?PTS ^  S'SRf: I

—p. 55

irem ’rcr̂ 'TT *rr snnrfa i'O o
—p. 116

3T3TTtTT=P:
t$<s*rs;

?r t̂tort srr^rn^: 

—p. 117

5ft: fas|fa'^T'T 1
f't'i <UtPt HHTWrft-

fafa: II II
—pp. 119-120

What is still more clinching is the fact that at least 
one verse is quoted by Ajitasena— and that no less than 
three tim es32 — from Arhaddasa’s Munisuvratakavya, also 
known as Kapyaratna. The verse in question:

^ S 5PT Ttf5? Ŵ X : I
=5TspftJTsr Frafa ĉuftsPr f w  # w P r 11 

is the second benedictory verse o f Arhaddasa in his work 
already mentioned. Arhaddasa has mentioned with respect 
the prolific writer Asadhara Pandita o f the 13th century.

AC, pp. 56, 69 and 89.
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Since one o f the latter’s works is said to have been 
Bharatesvarabhyudaya, and since most o f the illustrative 
verses in Ajitasena’s work are in glorification o f Bharatesa- 
cakrin, we may not be far from the truth in concluding 
that many quotations in the Alamkaracintamani may be 
traceable to that work, now unfortunately lost.

The following is a citation from an unnamed lexicon 
which we find in the Alamkaracintamani: —

O N- C\ -S o

It is traceable as the first verse in the ekaksara-kunda 
o f  Irugapa Dandanatha’s Nuniirtharatnamula-34 This Irugapa 
was a protege o f the Vijayanagar ruler Harihara, who ruled 
between 1379 and 1406. We are thus forced to conclude 
that the present Ajitasena could not have composed his 
work much earlier than 1421 a .d ., the date perhaps o f one 
o f  the Mss. o f Alamkaracintamani. It would appear that if  
the said date o f the Ms. is correct, it should have been 
copied in the author’s own lifetime.

VIII
There is no doubt, however, regarding the mother- 

tongue o f our author Ajitasena. It was definitely Kannada,, 
since be gives an interesting line o f verse which is pure 
Kannada, while illustrating Samskrta-Karnata-jati, or pass­
age which can yield meanings in both the languages,, 
Sanskrit and Kannada. The passage is:

# ? 5fT *nr:, fa}: I 
^  'TPT *R*rarfjr 1135» O ^  <S

33 AC, p. 50.
34Deccan College Publication, Ed. B. R. Sharma.
35 In the Kannada line vowels in ^  ^  are pronounced short.



There are three questions in this verse, the first two in 
Sanskrit and the third in Kannada. The answer to all the 
questions is furnished in mratdre which makes sense in 
Sanskrit (mratd+are) as well as in Kannada (riira tare — 
‘fetch me water’).

Conclusions

i. Ajitasena, not Jinasena, was the author o f the Alamkara­
cintamani.

z. This Ajitasena cannot be identical with the famous 
pontiff o f  the tenth century a . d .

3. He should be distinguished also from the author o f 
Cintdmaniprakasa, and might have been the author o f 
srrigara-manjarl also.
He hailed from Karnataka.

5. The work Alathkciracintd/ticiui belongs to the class o f 
Yasobhusanas in AlamkdrasSstra which became popular 
in South India after Vidyadhara’s 1ILkdvalT and Vidya- 
natha’s Pratdparudrajasobhusana.

6 . It is perhaps as late as 1420 a . d .  The large number o f  
Alamkdras treated— about 70 in all— also confirms this 
conclusion.
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