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An Introduction.
Liminal Experience as Aesthetic Experience?

Paola M. Rossi
(University of Milan)

ORCID 0000-0001-8565-3390
DOI: 10.54103/consonanze.139.c159

The present volume Liminal Spaces, and Identity Transformations in South Asian
Literatures and Arts. Essays in Honour of Professor Alexander Dubyanskiy is a
collection of articles presented at the International Seminar ‘Liminal Spaces, and
Identity Transformations in Indian Cultural History’ in Milan, in September
2019, when we were on the brink of a historical change due to the pandemic
experience, unaware that our lives were about to be transformed. Thus, this work
was edited right in that state of in-betweenness, in that temporary transition which
the lockdown was, across those thresholds of sorrow marked by the demise of our
loved ones. The list unfortunately includes Prof. Alexander Dubyanskiy, a friend
and colleague of ours, to whose memory this volume is dedicated. Therefore, in
such a moment in suspended time, exploring liminality, at least in so far as such a
category of reality may be applied to Indian culture and especially to art and
literature, appeared to be a means to cope with an emergency the likes of which
had never been seen before. Obviously, this work does not aspire to be exhaustive:
ever since Arnold van Gennep, the enlightening and pioneering precursor whose
work focused on the rites of passage (1909), through the innovative analysis
performed by Victor Turner (i.a. The Ritual Process 1969) between the sixties and
eighties of the last century, up to its contemporary application to a range of fields',
the category of liminality implies a manifold of facets of which there are indeed

enough variations to warrant a whole series of books. Nonetheless, the

1. Amongst the large amount of literature, cf. Zanini 1997; Horvath-Thomassen—-Wydra
2015; Calzolaio—Petrocchi-Valisano—Zubani 2017; Wagoner—Zittoun 2021.
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heterogeneity of the contributions in this book certainly provides us with a
multifaceted perspective: in actual fact, since liminality implies potentially myriads
of interpretations, it appears to offer one of the main keys to addressing the
entanglement of reality, especially the complexity of the Indian civilization, past
and present. Although the focus is particularly on the literary and artistic aspects
of such an extraordinary cultural heritage as the Indian one, from the Vedic period
up to modernity, the category of liminality also allows us to consider different
anthropological issues: firstly, the ritual one, in compliance with van Gennep and
Turner’s approach, but also religious experiences, sovereignty and violence,
dialectics of identity, social dynamics, etc. Literature and arts, by means of their
aesthetic devices, mirror critical points characterising such issues, as if poetry and
artwork, zooming in on specific transition elements, were themselves on the
threshold of manifold layers of reality, able to pass through their interstitial
discontinuities.

Prof. ALEXANDER DUBYANSKIY, to whom this ‘liminal’ volume is dedicated,
was an eminent scholar endowed with a strong sense of humanity, whose wide
knowledge of Indian literature, especially Tamil poetry, and his extremely refined
and sensitive way of enjoying beauty made him capable of revealing such
‘edgelands’, depicted by means of literary conventions, which thus allowed the
hidden and erratic reality, conveyed by poetry, to be made clearly understandable.
His last and unfinished article opens the collection and focuses on Tamil poetry
composed by the Saiva and Vaisnava saints (6"-12" CE) as an expression of the
bhakti movement. The article aims to explore the devotees’ attitude to self-
humiliation and their unexpected change to ecstatic joy for their own god. This
emotional antithesis is an example of that “in-between reality” which poetic art
can express and unveil. Alexander Dubyanskiy notices it and highlights its liminal
character. His peculiar way of interpreting the Tamil bhakti poetry as an example
of liminal experience brings us back to his personal acquaintance with the liminal
condition: in his picture, profiled by his daughter, the scholar TATIANA
DUBYANSKAYA, on the basis of his private letters, he appears to be a man in
transition; while discovering India for the first time in 1978, during a 9-month
trip, he dived into multiple liminalities, exploring the intricate and at times
contradictory feelings born out of that strange state of “non-belonging”. And it
was within such a shifting and oscillating Otherness that he built his relationship
with the three worlds — Indian, Russian and Western. Therefore, his own words
reveal an image of India as «a “soft power”, a neutral secure space, where people

and civilisations could meet and enrich each other», where dynamics of



AN INTRODUCTION. LIMINAL EXPERIENCE AS AESTHETIC EXPERIENCE?

interaction develop peacefully and fruitfully, resulting in a renovated and richer
identity.

I hope that this volume, consisting of four sections, with 16 papers in total,
might be — at least partially — an expression of the same multiple aspects of
liminality as experienced by Alexander Dubyanskiy on his trip in India.

The first section, dealing with Pre-Classical Literature, is opened by
DANIELLE FELLER’s contribution which deals with the cosmic aspect of
liminality: it concerns the meaning of the word vimana mainly in the Sanskrit
epics, the Mahabhirata and the Rimdyapa. A survey of epic occurrences —
although quotations from the Vedic textual repertoire are also included — sheds
light on the various semantic shades conveyed by the term vimana in the ancient
Indian literature. In particular, the name ‘palace’ was applied to the aerial palaces
of the gods which, since they were unrooted in the sky, were thought to move
about in the manner of celestial cars. In this way, they represent the fluctuating
condition of liminality, inasmuch as a varying cosmic reality between heaven and
earth, an intermediate dimension between the gods’ realm and the human sphere,
is referred to.

In this sense, the Epic Sanskrit vimanamay be correlated to the Vedic Sanskrit
antdriksa / antdriksa, an outcome of *antdri ksi, meaning ‘between earth and
heaven’, given that £s7 is an elliptical dual from ksdn ‘earth’, parallel to prehivi
(~dydva-prehivi) and rddasi ‘two world-halves’”. In actual fact, this oscillating
intermediate space comes into existence through a binary reality: a tripartite
cosmos is measured out (viVma) by a pillar (skambhd) which, like a rising sun
moving upwards to heaven, props the latter up (Vszabh ‘to prop’), thereby keeping
the two world-halves apart (rddasi)’. In Vedic imagery and cosmology, it is the
sunlight that maps the liminal dimension as such, by sAifting berween earth and
heaven.

Another cosmic aspect of liminality is probed by PAOLA M. ROSST’s article:
the relationship between “solar-ship” and liminality. In this case, it is also
correlated to kingship. The paper deals with the Vedic mahivrata, the winter
solstice rite which, as a calendrical ceremony that marks the passage from the old
to the new year, is definitely the critical liminal point, where sunlight, life and
prosperity are renewed. This peculiar critical threshold appears to be related to the
new paradigm of ‘ecumenic’ sovereignty promoted by the Kuru hegemony (1200-

2. Cf. Pinault 2012.
3. For example, in RV 6.47.5; 8.41.10; etc.
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900 BCE), especially as it is represented in the ceremony of the royal consecration
(rdjastzya). However, it also refers to the vrdrya culture, the expression of the
warrior brotherhood / Minnerbund, characterised by initiation practices,
connected to the course of the sun. Therefore, on the one hand, the Vedic
mahdvrata ceremony may preserve some remnants of a sort of rite of passage that
is implied in the vrdtya initiation practices, that is the agonistic scene with a
struggle to conquer the sun. On the other, it is the annual rite by means of which
the Kuru sovereignty is publicly supported and confirmed.

The vritya context and its relationship with liminality is the focus of
EDELTRAUD HARZER’s paper: in particular, her contribution is centred on the
identity of the leader of the vraryasodality, called both grhapatriand sthapatiin the
Vedic sources. Since the ancient grhapati was responsible for the community and
compelled to go on raiding expeditions to provide wealth, his role is especially
liminal, inasmuch as he was also the head of those rituals - the sarera sacrificial
rituals - which opened and closed the expeditions, and he underwent an arduous
preparation for this purpose. Leadership is thus correlated to the liminal practices
of both ritual and warrior initiation.

Another aspect of liminality is explored in the articles by DILETTA FALQUI
and ZUZANA SPICOVA, both of which refer to the epic episode from the
Ambopaikhyayi(MBh 5. 170- 193) that concerns gender-bending and androgyny.
The former author opts for a philological approach, paying peculiar attention to
lexical choices in MBh S. 187-188, whereas the latter mostly adopts a narratological
point of view, thus highlighting how the narrative structure is strongly influenced
by the role of the characters. Moreover, Falqui’s contribution is mainly focused on
the relationship between the feminine character Amba and asceticism (zapas),
especially as correlated to the figure of Rudra and the obtainment of his boon
vrataphala, ‘fruit of vow’. The author maintains that asceticism, the Rudraic
dimension and gender identity are correlated to liminal conditions. Instead,
Spicovd’s paper takes a closer look at the issue of gender change and androgynous
liminality from Sikhandin’s perspective as Amba reborn.

Finally, ANITA M. BORGHERO’s contribution closes the first section: it deals
with a grammatical issue, that is the feminine elliptic dual, as attested in the
Sanskrit Vedic sources and interpreted in Panini’s teachings. The peculiar case of
mardrd is analysed: in the Rigvedic occurrences it refers to a cultural milieu that is
not the same as the Paninian one, and thus even the grammarian explanation
cannot reflect the original meaning of elliptic dual. Such an interpretative shift,
from the Rigvedic elliptic dual, meaning ‘father and mother’, to the Paninian

10
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simple dual, meaning ‘two mothers’, is an indicator of that cultural change which
operated from the Vedic Kuru hegemony onwards.

The second section of this volume collects papers regarding Kavya Literature
and Hindi Poetry. It is interesting to note that in the literary sources belonging to
the common era which mirror varying historical, geographical and political Indian
contexts, liminality also appears to be correlated mainly to violence, warriorship,
leadership, kingship and “solar-ship”, even though more intimate emotional
spheres are poetically unveiled and more refined stylistic devices and elaborate
linguistic expressions are employed in such texts. Firstly, DANUTA STASIK’s article
is centred on the battlefield of Lanka as pictured in Tulsidas’s Ramcaritmanas
(1574); she focuses on a few aspects (time, space, actors and artefacts) which turn
traditional warrior imagery into bhakti devotional imagery, thus characterising
such a representation of the battlefield as a liminal space, or better, “betwixt and
between” illusion and liberation. In his contribution, CHETTIARTHODI
RAJENDRAN highlights how in Kidambari (7" CE), Banabhatta has captured the
very moment of transition, when the young prince Candrapida is about to assume
the throne: in the 5ukana's0padcs’a or ‘Sukanisa’s advice’ the passage from the
carefree life of youth to the social responsibilities of adulthood coincides with the
transition from the innocent position of the young prince to the assumption of
royal powers, with their burdensome responsibility. In this way, the threshold of
royalty is pictured: the ancient rite of passage, which in the vzizya culture made the
novice warrior the future chieftain, is turned into a sort of psychological transition,
mirroring the anxieties of the young prince who is about to embark on an
unknown way of life.

According to the analysis carried out by DAVID PIERDOMINICI LEAO,
liminality also appears to permeate kingship and royal powers in the mahikivya
work entitled Pindyakulodaya, “The Rise of the Pandya dynasty’, (15™-16"
centuries CE). This poem narrates and celebrates the origin and establishment of
the Pandya kingdom, from the mythological past to the military campaigns against
Kerala conducted by Campaka Parakrama (c. 1480-1508 CE), the Pindya
sovereign and probably the patron of the poet. In particular, the valour of the
Piandya King is praised through the significant epithet parardjasiirya, ‘the Sun to
Enemy Kings’: the leader is depicted as the winner, who marches on the battlefield
against the enemies like the sun, which, ascending the cosmos, conquers all the
heavenly directions (digvijaya). In this way a sophisticated literary work of the pre-
modern period recalls one of the crucial phases of the ancient royal consecration

rite (rdjasdya), that is the so-called ‘mounting the heavenly directions’
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(digvyasthapana), in which the sovereign is represented as the rising sun, who /
which transcends the terrestrial boundaries and conquers the world, thus placing
himself / itself firmly at the centre of the universe*. Therefore, the kdvya portrayal
of the Pindya sovereign is the reformulation of that traditional paradigm of
kingship, inaugurated by the ancient Kuru hegemony itself’. Moreover, the closed
relationship between the legitimisation of authority and cultural prestige,
expressed by means of an extremely erudite work in the Sanskrit language, is also
restated.

The liminal condition of adolescence, but from a feminine perspective, is the
topic of ANNA TRYNKOWSKA’s contribution: the focus is on the young heroine
(nayika), who, in classical Sanskrit Iyric poetry, is depicted during the process of
her transformation from a little girl into a young maiden. Such a motif, known as
vayahsamdhi, is especially developed in medieval lyric poetry by the famous
Maithili poet Vidyapati (14*-15% centuries CE). Here too, and just like the
aforementioned case of prince Candrapida in Kidambari, the transition from
youth to female maturity is pictured from a psychological point of view in which
the heroine is beset by uncertainties and intimate turmoil. Interestingly, just as this
emotional condition leads prince Candripida to the awareness of royal dharmic
duties, heroines discover female dharmic duty, that is kZma as love and desire, in a
similar way when the first awakening of love moves their heart during adolescence.
Moreover, such a liminal state, on the edge of the dharmic roles pertaining to
adulthood, is not only poetically represented as an intimate and emotional
condition, but frequently portrayed with metaphors drawn from the conceptual
domain of kingship and war. Therefore, once again liminality refers to violence
and leadership.

The last article of the second section of the volume deals with a connotation
of liminality which has yet to be considered, but which is implicit in all the
previous kdvya contributions: liminality as an aesthetic caregory. ARIADNA
MATYSZKIEWICZ’s article deals with the question by comparing the Burkean
sublime with the Sanskrit mahakavya work, Raghuvamsaby Kalidasa (5™ century
CE), trying to integrate the Western category of sublime with concepts of Sanskrit
aesthetics and literary theory. Although cultural, temporal, and environmental
differences between the authors are evident, she does however conclude that many
elements recognised by Edmund Burke as sources of the sublime may be traced in

4, Cf. Heesterman 1957, 103ff.
5. The rdjasiyarite itself might have been instituted by the Kuru period: cf. Witzel 2005, 29.
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Kalidasa’s language and his poetical devices, by means of which a peculiar natural
imagery is suggested. Nonetheless, the aesthetic effect in Kalidasa’s poetry is
mainly due to the filter of a highly refined and educated means of expression
applied to Nature; inversely, the Burkean sublime relies on the conception of
Nature, even by poetical art, as an uncontrollable force.

The third section of the volume contains some contributions dealing with
modernity: the liminal dimension appears to be its characterising trait, since the
very modern cultural identity of South Asia is fluctuating and fleeting between
colonialism and post-colonialist claims, traditional heritage and innovations.

Firstly, the paper of HERMINA CIELAS concerns the Indian art of avadhina
(‘attention’, ‘attentiveness’) analysed here as liminoid practice. Special attention is
paid to the figure of the practitioner (avadhinior avadhanini), the transition from
the courts or private scholarly meetings to the public space and to the commercial
character of the present day.

Finally, the literary field is the main subject of the other two articles: the first
of these by MARTA KARCZ deals with the work of Kota Shivaram Karanth (1902-
1997), one of the most significant and influential novelists, playwrights and
conservationists of 20" century Karnataka; in particular, she focuses on one of his
best-known novels, whose original title is Comana dud, first published in 1933,
then translated into Hindi and English in 1978, and finally in 2017, translated into
Sanskrit by Anantha Padmanabha Shastry, with the title Comasya dhakka. The
author argues that the translation of such a text into a form of modern Sanskrit is
also a turning point ‘in translation’ for modern-day Indian civilization: the very
identity of the Sanskrit language, well known since antiquity as a token of cultural
supremacy, nowadays oscillates between a language of the elite and a language
available to all Indians who want to discover their own heritage.

The other article, which closes the third section, is centred on the identity
transformation of travellers who undertook journeys from India to other Asian
countries in the mid-20" century. Its author, WERONIKA ROKICKA, focuses on
Bengali travel writing, looking especially into Ali’s travelogue Dese Bidese (Home
and abroad) and Ray’s Jipane (In japane); these works present the experience of
the travellers as a liminal experience: they are accounts not only of writers in the
liminal situation of travel, but also of intellectuals living in a liminal period, who
contributed to making new visions of the world, such as Pan-Asianism, emerge.

The last section, the fourth one, deals with the Arts, especially templar
sculpture and architecture. DARYA VOROBYEVA’s paper especially concerns the
sculpture images, dated back to the second half of the 1* millennium CE in some
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cave complexes located mainly in Southern India. The author focuses on the
representations of the vyantara-devari - the semidivine inhabitants who live in the
space between heaven and earth, such as gandharvas, apsarases, and other
threshold beings such as kimnaras, and bhiitas / yaksas / ganas. Their liminal scarus
makes their images perfectly suited for being pictured in the temple mandapa: this
is the liminal space, where the transition from the sacred to the profane comes
about. Her article also provides photographic documentation.

The last article of the volume is a convincing and innovative analysis of the
narrative relief sculpture in the Sun temple at Modhera (1025-1026 CE), presented
by DAVID SMITH. With the support of extensive photographic documentation,
the author examines the temple’s iconographic programme in detail, especially the
relief sculpture on the pillars in the Closed Hall and Dance Hall. On the one hand,
the sculptures are assumed to reflect the concerns of the court of the temple’s
presumed patron, Bhima Réja I (r. 1022-1064), especially through reference to
Bhima as an epic hero. On the other hand, it is significant that the temple deity is
Sarya himself thus suggesting once again the relationship between warriorship,
kingship and “solar-ship”. Moreover, these sculptures mark the threshold between
the sacred and the profane and highlight the transition of the worshipper who, as
they approach the deity, proceeds from the exterior world to the vision of the Sun
god inside the temple. Finally, the author focuses on a very original interpretation
which draws further attention to the “liminal” value of these sculptures: each panel
is a kind of stage on which a particular performance is represented; musicians and
dancers, duelling heroes, erotic scenes depicting a liminal world in-between nature
and imagery, reality and work of art, that is — by the author’s words — «a distorted
dream world, a world of rampant liminality>».

This overview of the articles in the book, its main topics and themes has
served to demonstrate that the category of liminality is evidently closely related to
both literary and art works: firstly, they are the result of a “poietic” act which
implies a liminal condition, as a point of departure for the birth of new forms of
expression between reality and imagery, through the shaping of unformed
material. They are the output of a transition process from absence to presence.
Secondly, the fruition of artistic and poetic creations is also a liminal experience,
in so far as aesthetics is a sort of “liminoid” moment, suspended between normality
and regulated everyday life and an alternative “world” pictured by poetry and arts.
In a certain way, artistic and literary works represent a sort of “state of exception™,

6. Cf. Agamben 2018, 169ft.

14



AN INTRODUCTION. LIMINAL EXPERIENCE AS AESTHETIC EXPERIENCE?

which must be absorbed and re-incorporated / re-integrated into dharmic
taxonomies and fixed identity structures. The audience is on the threshold of this
transformative experience that is poetry and art. Finally, also the artist, both as
creator and demiurge, either educated brahmin or law-caste artisan, experiences
the liminal state of “betwixt and between”, during the poetic and artistic process
from which work of art and poetry result. Although here is the risk that Western
aesthetic categories are applied to the Indian culture, it is assumable that power
dialectics and aesthetic creation-fruition appear to be closely correlated to the
category of liminality in the South Asian cultural perspective too: here this erratic
and unsolved existence conveys multiple possibilities of becoming. An issue that
calls for further and deeper exploration.

Milan, January 2023
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Homage to Professor Alexander Dubyanskiy (1941-2020)

Cinzia Pieruccini

(University of Milan)

This volume stems from an international Conference held at the University of
Milan (Liminal Spaces, and Identity Transformations in Indian Cultural History,
19-21 September 2019), funded by the Department of Literary, Philological and
Linguistic Studies, which also welcomed the publication of the essays here in
Consonanze, the series of volumes sponsored by the Department. The
Conference, in turn, derived from a long collaboration with other Indological
research centres, which currently include, alongside Milan, the Chair of Indology,
Department of Literature, Languages and Cultural Heritage, University of
Cagliari; the Department of South and Central Asia, Charles University, Prague,
Czech Republic; the Department of Languages and Cultures of India and South
Asia, Institute of Oriental Studies, Jagiellonian University, Cracow, Poland; the
Chair of South Asian Studies, Faculty of Oriental Studies, University of Warsaw,
Poland; and the University of Calicut, Kerala, India.

As part of this collaboration, twenty-eight international Conferences have
been held since 1998, each year in turn at a different location, resulting in a long
series of publications. We are pleased to recall here below the publications issued
from the Conferences held in Milan.

Alongside scholars from the main centres involved in the collaboration,
scholars from other centres and nationalities have consistently participated in the
Conferences. Among them, almost from the very beginning was Prof. Alexander
Dubyanskiy, of Moscow State University, a true luminary of Tamil literature,
celebrated in India and everywhere in international academia. Prof. Alexander
Dubyanskiy left us in 2020, and for Indology it was a great loss; but the loss was
much more profound, and we say this without the slightest trace of rhetoric. Prof.
Alexander Dubyanskiy enlightened our Conferences not only with his great
expertise, but also with his extraordinary kindness, humanity, and lovely sense of
humour, combined with an understatement that put everyone at ease, the
beginning student as well as the most experienced scholar. The regret that he is no
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longer with us is deeply painful; we dedicate this volume to him, a very modest
tribute if compared to his greatness as a scholar, and as a man.

Publications issued from the Conferences held in Milan:

Pandanus ‘01. Research in Indian Classical Literature, ed. by G. Boccali, C.
Pieruccini, ]. Vacek, Signeta, Prague 2002.

Kings and Ascetics in Indian Classical Literarure. International Seminar, 21-22
Seprember 2007, Proceedings, ed. by C. Pieruccini, P. M. Rossi, «Quaderni
di Acme» 112, Dipartimento di Scienze dell'Antichita, Cisalpino, Milano
2009.

Stylistic Devices in Indian Literature and Art (Gargnano, 16-18 September 2010),
ed. by G. Boccali, E. Mucciarelli, «Quaderni di Acme» 135, Universita degli
Studi di Milano, Cisalpino, Milano 2013.

A World of Nourishment. Reflections on Food in Indian Culture, ed. by C.
Pieruccini, P. M. Rossi, «Consonanze» 3, Dipartimento di Studi letterari,
filologici e linguistici, Universita degli Studi di Milano — Ledizioni, Milano
2016.

Papers presented by Prof. Alexander Dubyanskiy in the Conferences held in
Milan:

The Theme of a_Journey in Classical Tamil Poetry, delivered on the occasion of
the International Seminar “Key Motifs in Indian Kavya Literature”, 10-13
June 1999, Milano.

Colour Symbolism in Classical Tamil Poerry, delivered on the occasion of the
International Seminar “Research in Indian Kavya Literature”, 25-26 May
2001, Milano. Published as The Semantics of Colors in Old Tamil Poetry, in
G. Boccali, C. Pieruccini, J. Vacek (eds.), Pandanus 01. Research in Indian
Classical Literature, ed. by, Signeta, Prague 2002, 11-25.
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Duatakavya in Tamil and the Problem of the Origin of the Genre, delivered on the
occasion of the International Seminar “Origins of Mahikavya”, 4-5 June
2004, Milano.

A Technique of Poetic Hint in Classical Tamil Poetry, delivered on the occasion
of the International Seminar “Stylistic Devices in Indian Literature and Art”,
16-18 September 2010, Gargnano. Published in G. Boccali, E. Mucciarelli
(eds.), Seylistic Devices in Indian Literature and Art (Gargnano, 16-18
Seprember 2010), «Quaderni di Acme» 135, Universita degli Studi di
Milano, Cisalpino, Milano 2013, 61-71.

Food in Old Tamil Poetry, delivered on the occasion of the International Seminar
“Food and Fasting. Nourishment in Indian Literature, Art and Thought”,
18-20 September 2014, Milano. Published as 7he Semantics of Food in Old
Tamil Poetry, in C. Pieruccini, P. M. Rossi (eds.), A World of Nourishment.
Reflections on Food in Indian Culture, «Consonanze» 3, Dipartimento di
Studi letterari, filologici e linguistici, Universita degli Studi di Milano —
Ledizioni, Milano 2016, 99-109.

A Theme of Self-Humiliation in the Poetry of Tamil Bhaktas, delivered on the
occasion of the International Seminar “Liminal Spaces, and Identity
Transformations in Indian Cultural History”, 19-21 September 2019,
Milano. Published in this volume.
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Abstract

It is well known that the religious movement called the emotional bhakei distinctly
proclaimed itself in the poetry composed in Tamil language by Saiva and Vaisnava saints
in the period between 6* and 12" CE. One of its major contents is a description of
emotional attitudes of an adept towards the god. The range of such attitudes is very wide
and includes different human emotional states beginning from overwhelming joy and
ending with gloomy and even tragic feelings. Among them a position of self-humiliation
or self-condemnation of a devotee appears to be rather prominent. Poems composed by
the saints (ndyapdrs and 4/vars) give a great number of examples demonstrating the
emotion of self-humiliation. Usually, poets call themselves slaves or servants (ag, conran),
often dogs (ndyén), sinners (paviyén) and so on. They also express feelings of self-
disappointment, remorse, inner struggle, despair. One of the interesting turns in such
revelations is a feeling of despise towards one’s own body which is looked upon as a dirty
substance, not fit to get in contact with the god. The paper has its aim to represent the

theme of self-humiliation of adepts with more details and examples.

Keywords. Tamil poetry, emotional bhakei, nayanar, alvir, self-deprecation.

The contents of the old Tamil poetry (roughly the first half of the first
millennium) is traditionally divided into two sections — akam (‘the inner’) and
puram (‘the outer’). The first is devoted to love and family matters, the second
mostly consists of poems extolling kings and chieftains. Poets who composed

* Sincere gratitude is to be expressed to Dr. Olga P. Vecherina (Research Fellow, Centre for
the Research of Indian Philosophy and Culture Purushottama of RUDN University, Moscow),
and Dr. Maria B. Pavlova (Moscow) for their kind and accurate revision of this article, especially as
for the Tamil texts.
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panegyric songs praised the patrons for their military skills, valour and also for
their generosity. In spite of the fact that many poets and performers who visited
the courts of chiefs belonged to low social strata, due to their important role in
what can be called ‘a praise-ritual’ they were respected and well rewarded for their
activity. At the same time, they understood the distance between them and their
patrons and sometimes notes of self-humiliation appeared in their songs. For
example, the poet Alattir Kilar addressing the king says: I am nothing!”.
Another poet follows suit: “What is the measure of ours, those who were born
and raised in your shadow!””. Though such passages could imply the difference in
the social positions of the parties, they can also be interpreted as the poets’
humble estimation of their artistic gift which is not sufficient to properly
eulogise the greatness of their patrons. ‘How should I speak about you?”,
exclaims another poet. Such tunes of self-humiliation which are in fact rare in old
Tamil anthologies form, however, a characteristic feature of the later religious
poetry which describes a relationship between an adept and the god.

This poetry was born within the religious movement called the emotional
bhaktiand was represented in texts composed in the Tamil language by Saiva and
Vaisnava saints in the period between the 6" and 12" centuries’. One of its major
contents is a description of the emotional attitudes of an adept towards the god.
The range of such attitudes is very wide and includes different human emotional
states beginning from overwhelming joy and ending with gloomy and even tragic
feelings. Among them a position of self-humiliation or self-deprecation taken by
a devotee looks rather prominent. Poems composed by saints (Saiva ndyanarand
Vaisnava 4/var) provide a great number of examples demonstrating this
emotional attitude. The feelings of one’s unworthiness, guilt or humility became
an important feature of a bhakea’s psychological portrait.

Self-deprecation which sometimes comes to the degree of self-flagellation
can be considered in terms of a ritual behaviour which in the end serves as a way
to point out an enormously high status of the patron in the dichotomy
“adept/god”. It is worth noting that in the poetic texts we are dealing with, the
authors position themselves as bhakeas and, thus, express their personal feelings
which at the same time represent the characteristic emotions of a religious person

1. PN 34, 19: ydné taricam.

2. PN 38, 10-11: nin nilal pirantu nip nilal valarnea em alavu evano.

3. PN 39, 13: yarikanam moliké yané.

4. The expression “emotional bhakt?” was coined as the contradistinction to the “intellectual
bhake?” of the Bhagavadgita. See Hardy 1983, 41.
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as a type. It should be added that these emotions are far from being straight-
forward and include a range of psychological states, such as self-disappointment
or even self-despisal, remorse, doubts, inner struggle, despair and the like.

The motive of self-humiliation is perceptible first of all in terms which poets
regularly apply to themselves: a slave or servant (ag, ronran, l), a dog (ndyén), a
sinner (paviyén) and so on. The term ag can be considered the most frequent.
The first meaning of the word is ‘a foot’. Due to the process of semantic
extension it comes to denote a person who find himself at the feet of his master,
or lord, that is ‘a slave’ or ‘a servant’. In the context of religious poetry this word
loses its negative connotation and functions as a synonym of a devotee who
worships the god’s feet and praises them.

The same can be said about the term tongan (‘a servant’)’. From this point of
view the nick-name of one of the Vaisnava poets rontaratippot, literally ‘the dust
under the feet of the slaves [of the God]’, contains not only tones of self-
humiliation but also the pride of being among a group of Visnu’s adepts (a/var).
The semantics of the noun 4/is connected with the verb 4/ (‘to rule’), and the
typical complex verb 4tko/ often met with in poetry means ‘to subdue, to take as
aservant’. The ambivalent character of these terms seems to be clear.

But the tone of self-humiliation is much more prominent in the semantics
of one more frequent term — ndy ‘a dog’. ‘T am a dog’, ‘I am an ignorant dog’ says
one of the Saiva poets Cundarar®. The same lexicon is used by Manikkavacakar: ‘T
am a dog’, ‘in my doggie body” and other poets. One can argue that the
comparison of oneself with a dog may signify a position of high self-estimation
since the dog is universally considered to be an animal strongly devoted to its
owner. There is no denying that such a notion can be discerned in the given
examples.

However, in India the attitude towards dogs is known to be predominantly
negative which is sometimes stressed by poets. For instance, Manikkavacakar says
addressing Siva: ‘you invited me, a dog, to the good Tillai”®. A parallel passage

S. The usage of terms af7and ronzan in the poetry of Cundarar is shown in the article by Olga
Vecherina (Vecherina 2017).

6. nayén (Cundarar 1994, 42; Venneynallar 2, 1); ariviliniyén (Cundarar 1994, 399;
Tiruvatikai 38, 6). In quotations of Cundarar’s verses the name of the poem and the number of the
lines are given. In the case of the Manikkavacakar the numbers of the part and lines are added.

7. nayipén (Manikkavacakar 1997, 35; TV 1L 127); ndy ural akarré (Manikkaviacakar 1997, 59;
TVIIL 172).

8. ndyinénai nalamali tillaiyul |...] varuka epa (Manikkaviacakar 1997, 35; TV 1L 127). Tillai,
or Cidambaram, is one of the most famous and sacred Saiva temples in South India.
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clearly supports this interpretation: ‘Oh flawless, who took me, contemptible, as
aslave”. A juxtaposition between the low and high, that is the adept and the god,
is quite obvious here.

The poetry gives many examples of poets’ self-deprecation. Cundarar calls
himself koziyén ‘rude’, states that pala poyyé uraippén ‘he a liar’ (Cundarar 1994,
43; Venneynallir 4, 3), paviyén ‘a sinner’ (Cundarar 1994, 394; Tiruvarar 1, 2),
compares himself with a ‘demon’péy: péyay tirintu ‘strolling as a demon’ (zbid.
2, 3) etc. He is echoed by Manikkavacakar: pollivinaiyén ‘1 committed bad
actions’, (Manikkavicakar 1997, 5; TV 1. 25), komyén ‘I am rude’
(Manikkavacakar 1997, 59; TV 11. 171), nalamtanilita ciriyén ‘I am little, lacking
goodness’ (Manikkavacakar 1997, 11; TV 1. S8), ndyin kataiyiyk kitanta ativén ‘1
am a slave who is lower than a dog’ (Manikkavacakar 1997, 11; TV 1. 60),
péyanén ‘a demon’ (Manikkavacakar 1997, 100; TV V. 23, 7), vadcanén ‘an
impostor’ (Manikkavacakar 1997, 133; TV V. 73).

Self-humiliation of the bhakta-poet constitutes an unavoidable part of a
complicated system of his relationship with the God, of a pallet of his emotional
states and moods. One of these deserves special mention. This is a suffering from
being separated from the God. It is very emotionally expressed by the words of
Cundarar:

pattimaiyum atimaiyaiyum kaivituvan pavién
pottina ndyatu itanai porul arintén poy roluvén
muttanal mamanitannar vayirattai mirkkanén
ettapai nal pirintirukkén en arar iraivanaiyé

I'am a sinner to abandon bhaksiand slavery,

I have learned the meaning of my inner malady. I shall go and worship
[Him], a pearl, a great precious stone, a diamond.

A fool, for how many days will I be separated from my God from Artir?
(Cundarar 1994, 394; TiruvararVII51. 1, 2).

In this strophe of the parikam, sung for Siva in 7iruvirir, Cundarar combines a
high estimation of the God with straight self-deprecation. He accuses himself of
being far from Siva, of giving up his service to him.

This motive is even more expressively presented in the parikams of another

Saiva poet — Appar, who was once converted to Jainism but, due to a miraculous

9. nicanénai (Sanskr. niccha ‘lowness, meanness’) dntukonta nimala (Sanskr. nirmala
‘flawless’) (Manikkavacakar 1997, 136; TV V. 78).
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recovery from a disease, returned to the Saiva faith. His poems are full of
reminiscences of his Jaina past and of remorse and repentance.

kati onrum ariyaré kan alalait talai pariteu kaiyil unru
pati onru netuvitip palar kina nakai nanaru ulitarvérku
mati tanta draril var tépai viymaguttup paruki uyyum

viti inri mati iliyén vifakku irukka minminic tik kiynea aré

I was lacking the [true] understanding and the way of salvation [attained]
by drinking mouthfuls of the honey streaming in Ariir

that gave the knowledge to me who roamed not knowing any shelter,
with inflaming eyes, having plucked hair from my head,

eating from my hands, not being ashamed by mockery,

when many people saw me in the long streets of the town.

(Appar 1985, 7; VIL 5, 7).

When poets call themselves fools or ignorant, they do not only mean self-
accusation but sometimes also that Siva is not comprehensible to an ordinary
mind. For instance, Manikkavicakar says in one place: érrinas errinoru irantum
ariyénaiyé ‘you accepted me who do not know what eight plus two will be’
(Manikkavicakar 1997, 119; TV V. 49). It is extremely doubtful that the poet is
confessing his ignorance in simple arithmetic. It is possible that here he meant ten
syllables of the Saiva mantra om civanamacciviya. In this case he reproaches
himself for not knowing it, thus committing a fault.

Such self-accusation is often connected with emotions of remorse and
vexation produced by the poet’s state of apathy, his doubts and hesitation, the
lack of religious ardour. These moods are met with in the hymns of many bhakta-
poets, but in Manikkavacakar’s monumental composition 7iruvicakam they are
reflected in an especially expressive way. It seems that he managed to touch on all
aspects of the relationship between the God and the adept, describing the
dynamics of the adept’s spiritual life, his inner torments and pursuits. Emotions
of self-accusation, self-humiliation take a great deal of space in his hymns. One

more example:

vinaiyilé kitanténai p pukuntuninru
potunan vinaikkéran enpdy pola
Iipaiyannan egru ennai arivittu ennai
arkontu em pirin dndykku irumpin pavai
anaiyanan patén nipru atép anto
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munaivané muralyonan ana varu
mutivu aﬂ')/égmu[a/ antam ayipnapné

To you, who came to me, when I was in [the snares] of karma,

As if you say: “Enough, I am a destroyer of karma”

And informing me — “I am such”, took me in service,

To you, who became a Lord [to me],

I am like an iron doll: I do not sing, do not dance all the time, Lo!

I'am not suffering, not withering, not losing my breath.

Oh, my leader! Is it a right way I am standing on?

I do not know a decision. Oh, you who have become the beginning and the
end! (Manikkavicakar 1997, 99; TV V. 22, 88).

It is worth noting that such spiritual struggles are sometimes accompanied with
the motive of a physical, bodily impurity.

utalyané nip tanaiulki ullum perukum perumkaral
utaiyar uraiydy ninparam cérak kanruinku arndyin
kataiyi nénneficu urukirén kalli mapareén kaciyitén
mutaiyar pulukkiru irukireuinnku iruppa tika mugitcayé.

Oh, Master! You who are the owner of those

who own the great love, which softens the heart, who think of you!

On seeing them reach your feet I, who am lower than a village dog,

I, with ignorant mind, do not melt in my heart, do not weep.

You chose that I shall be here to save this nest filled with worms up to the top.
(Manikkavacakar 1997, 123; TV V. 56).

The motive of bodily impurity, along with the motive of the falseness of the
sense organs (by the way, common not only for Hindu but for Buddhist and,
especially, Jaina teachings) appears more than once in the poetry of
Manikkavicakar and can also be considered as a sort of self-deprecation.

The motive of a bad karma (valvinai) can be added to this. It is also often
mentioned in the poems and can be treated as a kind of original sin, which the
poet tries to expiate by addressing the only person who can help him, that is Siva.

One more aspect of the poet’s self-criticism is his complaint of his weakness,
solitude and inner disorder.

tanmai piraril ariyita ralaiva polli niyina
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punmaiyépai antu alyi purame poka vituvayo
ennai nokku varyaré en nan ceykén emperuman
ponné tikalun tiruméni entdy eriku pukuvéné

Oh, Leader whose entity is unknown to others!

When ruling over me, the unworthy, a lousy dog,

will you let me go aside, o Lord?

Who will look at me [then]? What shall I do?

Oh, our greatness, our father, whose sacred body sparkles with gold!
Whence shall I go?

(Manikkavacakar 1997, 125; TV V. 59).

In many other places Manikkavicakar speaks about himself in like manner:
talarneén ‘T am exhausted’, agiyén ‘T am a slave’, camiyén, taniyanén ‘I am alone’
(Manikkavacakar 1997, 78; TV IV. 170; Manikkavicakar 1997, 101; TV V. 26);
coranén ‘I am tired” (Manikkavicakar 1997, 24; TV V. 57). As if concluding his
inner struggles, he states that he despises himself (#intanan ennai yane). He
simultaneously praises Siva and asks him to end his life, but at the same time
implores his mercy, pointing out that ‘the duty of the great is to be patient to the
faults of others’ (piaittavai porukkai ellim periyavar katamai)"'.

The verbal behaviour of an adept described here should not be taken too
literally. Different human feelings, including self-deprecation and self-abuse, can
be very strong and reach the level of ecstasy, but in the context of religious
poetry, they represent a ritual behaviour. Manikkavacakar should be looked upon
not only as the usual personal disposition of the adept but as attributes of his
specific ritual behaviour. The idea that underlies such behaviour is to place
oneself far from the sacred object and then to overcome the existing distance and
in the end to reach the object, that is the God. From this point of view, it
represents a sort of spiritual pilgrimage and the tactics of self-humiliation
metaphorically express such a distance. There is no doubt that this ritual
behaviour constitutes the so-called “rite of passage”. As is known, this rite has
three stages and during the second, that is the middle one, a participant loses his
usual characteristics, moves away from his normal state and enters the stage of
liminality, during which he usually undergoes different trials and sufferings. This
is the period of spiritual and mental transformation which leads to the third
stage, the stage of renovation or revival. For an adept it means that the God

10. Manikkavicakar 1997, 129; TV V. 66.
11. Manikkavicakar 1997, 129; TV V. 66.
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accepts him, recognises him as a servant and gives him a place at his feet. It is
worth noting that the rite in question has all the features of an initiation, and its
middle stage is usually combined with the process of learning and acquiring
knowledge. The tutor and master in this case is, of course, Siva himself. There are
too many places where poets mention how Siva enlightened them, eliminated
their ignorance, gave them the true knowledge and showed them the way to
salvation. In one place Appar describes this powerful and almighty teacher in an
extremely expressive way, addressing him thus:

artuvirtal ar oruvar arataro
atakkuvittal ar oruvar atankatiro
ortuvittl ar oruvar otataro
urukuvittdl ar oruvar urukataro
parguvitedl ar oruvar paratiro
panivitedl ar oruvar paniyatiro
kartuviteal ar oruvar kanataro
kanpar ar kannuraldy karrakkale
(Appar VL 95, 3).

If you make [us] dance is there one who won’t dance?

If you subdue [us] is there one who won’t be subdued?

If you make [us] run is there one who won’t run?

If you make [us] melt is there one who won’t melt?

If you make [us] sing is there one who won’t sing?

If you make [us] serve [you] is there one who won’t serve?

If you show [something] is there one who won’t see [it]?

Who will see, oh you with the forehead eye, when you don’t appear?

At last, the period of trials comes to its end and Siva pays attention to the bhakra,
chooses him as his servant and grants him his grace. In terms of the rite of passage
this is the point where its third stage starts, that is the period of revival and new
life. It manifests itself in the abrupt change of the inner state of the adept. The
former melancholy, inactivity, hesitations and doubts, self-humiliation and self-
abuse change to an emotional outburst, ecstatic behaviour and joy. They are
expressively depicted in the lines of Manikkavacakar:

tappd méram pitirtatu caliyar
talalatu kanga melukaru polar
tolutufam uruki alutural kampireu
ariyum alariyum pariyum paraviyum
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kotirum pétaiyum kontaru vititutenum
patiyé yakinal itaiyard anpin
pacumarat tini araintal polak
kacivaru perukik karalena maruki
akarikulain tanukula maymey vitirccuc
cakampéy enru rammaic cirippa
napatu volintu natavar paliccurai
punatuvikak konutra linric

caturilan tarimal kontucarun

katiyatu paramd aticaya mika
(TVIV.59-72).

[He] grasped me not letting me go away,

As wax before the constant fire

[My] soul, worshipping [him], melted,

The body trembled with weeping,

I danced, shouted, sang, prayed.

As jaws and fools [never] let go what [they] take,

Thus, I became with my never failing love,

As a wedge driven into a young tree,

The tears increasing, I was like the storming sea,

The heart was soft and the body was shivering,

People laughed - the demon! — [but]

I threw away shame and considered scorn as a decoration,
Never swerving, I lost cleverness, but acquired knowledge
And thought as a higher wonder of my fate...
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«Place is security, space is freedom:
we are attached to the one and long for the other»
Yi-Fu Tuan!

In September 1978, (the then Soviet) and Russian Indologist Dr. Alexander
Dubyanskiy (1941-2020) arrived in India for the first time in his life. He, who had
made about two dozen visits to his beloved country by early 2020, had been able
to go on his first field trip relatively late in his scholarly life, a few years past the
defence of his doctoral dissertation and after a number of fruitless attempts to
receive a scholarship. Before such a trip was possible, he had gone through
humiliating vetting procedures and experienced a few painful rejections. The
longest trip in his life had a path-forming significance that goes far beyond its
direct purpose of improving the knowledge of classical and modern Tamil.

This paper will look at this episode, well documented in private letters, as a
cross-section of multiple liminalities, and explore the intricate combination of
different, at times contradictory, feelings born out of this experience. The 9-
month trip was a challenging enterprise, in logistical, socio-cultural and many
other senses, but not least because of the underlying «fear of liminal experiences
as truly personality transforming events» (Thomassen 2012, 30). The title refers
to a famous literary essay by a 19th-century Russian literary critic Nikolay

1. Tuan 2014, 3.
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Chernyshevskiy, Russian Man on a Rendez-vous (1858), dedicated, among other
things, to a somewhat in-between status of “positive” literary heroes in Russian
prose. Although this present piece has no prima facie connection to the principal
message of Chernyshevsky's article, through allusion to its title, it highlights the
feelings of anxiety, insecurity, even agony that go hand in hand with attempts to
venture out into the unknown, encounter new worlds or test oneself in a different
environment. This rendezvous with “Otherness” can, indeed, be a very disturbing
experience, as we are «confronted by the limitations of our own constructions of
identity and difference»’.

It would be useful to take a closer look at the general circumstances behind
Alexander Dubyanskiy’s trip, before we analyse the epistolary sources. As might
be well-known, during Leonid Brezhnev’s reign (but of course, also before and
after it), all trips abroad, even to the countries considered “Friends of the Soviet
Union”, were closely watched, applications were scrutinised on several levels,
starting with trade union committees at workplaces and local Komsomol or
Communist Party cells. After the candidacy of the person in question had been
approved on these lowest levels, there came the turn of higher authorities to issue
their opinion and approval (rejections were issued far more often, though). The
lucky ones, who were finally cleared for crossing the border, could only do so after
applying for and receiving their foreign passport, which had to be exchanged for
their internal passport: the latter had to be kept at the personnel or other
responsible department at their workplace during the whole length of the journey
abroad. Finally, the last steps consisted in receiving a host-country visa and
obtaining the USSR exit visa.

Alexander Dubyanskiy came from the family of a military serviceman,
inevitably a Communist Party member, however, his own reputation did not
inspire confidence at the Moscow State University administration: more than once
he had said “no” to strong suggestions to join the CPSU, remaining expressively
critical of the official ideology. Yet, back in 1978, the need to develop better
programmes for teaching “rare” Indian languages in the USSR prevailed, and,
Dubyanskiy, along with another colleague from the Institute of Asian and African
Studies, was awarded a scholarship, which was jointly funded by the Indian
Council of Cultural Relations (ICCR) and the Soviet Ministry of Education.
Following a few tough interviews and checking procedures, approval was finally
obtained and both types of visas, the necessary papers and the Aeroflot tickets to
Delhi were issued. This scholarship allowed Dubyanskiy to spend 9 months in

2. Thus Simone P. Fullagar put it, after Alphonso Lingis; see Fullagar 2001, 172.
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India, from mid-September 1978 to mid-June 1979, as a postgraduate student at
the Department of Tamil at the University of Madras.

As a matter of fact, this long trip was Dubyanskiy’s first visit anywhere
outside the borders of the Soviet Union. Hence, he saw it not only as an
opportunity to greatly enrich his practical knowledge of South-Indian culture, to
deepen his understanding of Tamil literature and master the language, but also as
a precious chance to get closer to the world “outside the Soviet Union and India”.
In the 1970s and 1980s, India’s economy might have been closed and highly
regulated, but the country’s cultural policy was incomparably more open than that
of the Soviet Union, so it was only natural to take advantage of this attractive
cultural opportunity and look at India as, in a way, a hub where different
civilisations could mingle freely — a safe space amid the troubled waters of world
politics.

It is worth mentioning at this point that Alexander Dubyanskiy’s position in
India, if seen within the context of the possibilities open to the average Soviet
visitor to this country, had certain lucrative angles to it. Due to the specific
conditions of the Indo-Soviet scholarship programme, while being affiliated to the
University of Madras, his scholarship came from two sources — the ICCR and the
Soviet Ministry of Education. This scholarship was good enough to purchase
academic literature and almost any other books of his choice, move freely wherever
he wanted on a daily basis and even make some long trips around India. He still
needed to pay occasional visits to the Soviet Union Consulate in Madras, in order
to receive mail and his monthly allowance, but, being a postdoctoral student, he
was formally not accountable to any Soviet institution in India; thus, he
experienced independence unseen by almost all Soviet citizens working or
studying in India at that time’. Alexander Dubyanskiy maintained an intensive (as
much as was allowed by the postal situation) epistolary exchange with family and
friends, writing several lengthy and detailed letters every month. Postal
correspondence served as the one and only stable channel of communication, since
the telephone connection between India and the Soviet Union was almost non-
functional at the end of the 1970s. These 30-odd letters have been securely
preserved by our family, numbered and kept as a separate bundle in an archival
box. From the present-day perspective, they may serve as an interesting, even
unique documentary source which contains personal impressions and reflections

3. Noteworthy that in India, undergraduate students from the Soviet Union were always
closely watched; they also had to regularly report their whereabouts to particular consular officers
and obtain permission to travel.
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on everyday experiences in India, reports on routines and adventures, vignettes of
life in Madras and Tamilnadu in 1978-79, and also a subversively-presented story
of Alexander Dubyanskiy’s entangled emotional relationship with India, his
home-country, and the world beyond the two. The 9-month-long trip,
documented in letters, we wish to argue, exists within a distinct tempo-spatial
unity, or, to use Mikhail Bakhtin’s term, a «chronotope», which has unique
features — we observe a Soviet traveller at the end of the 1970s, who has to deal
with multiple “new” worlds while living in India, who undergoes rite du passage
to embrace the “Otherness” and rethink his relationship with his own world*.

The literary qualities of these witty, content-rich, epistolary notes allow us to
see a value in them that oversteps their significance as purely private documents.
In this paper, we treat the text as a travelogue of sorts, especially taking into the
account that although the letters were meant as a private way to communicate with
the closest family members, most passages were de facto written for public use,
because the audience to whom they were read aloud often included a wider circle
of relatives and friends. There was another angle, as well: it is worth bearing in
mind that, in the 1970s, a person writing letters, as well as the addressees of letters,
remained constantly conscious of the fact that in the Soviet Union privacy did not
exist as such — private letters could be opened and subjected to perlustration at any
given point on the way to their destination. Inevitably, the presence of
hypothetical “controlling readers” made people avoid mentioning some details,
refrain from expressing certain thoughts, sometimes even use enigmatic
expressions and ‘code-words’ known only to their confidants.

The idea of using these letters as material for a kind of illustrated epistolary
travelogue was discussed in our family during the early lockdown months of 2020.
Eventually we postponed this project till autumn; in mid-October, shortly before
his unfortunate illness, Alexander brought the bundle of these letters out from his
archive. In this way, he sanctioned the work on them, and, our family wants to
believe, he would not have minded us discussing them, at least partially, in public®.
We opened the letters soon after his passing and immediately engaged ourselves in
reading and digitising the texts. We found this experience of travelling back
through the decades to be soothing, consoling, but also very entertaining and
joyful. We could almost live through these weeks and months in India together

4, Bakhtin 1981.

S. The full edition of these letters, with only very minor omissions, is now in preparation. The
book illustrated with colour slides, made by Alexander Dubyanskiy during this field trip, will
hopefully be published in Moscow by early 2023.
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with him, revisiting our own past and even stumbling upon some answers
regarding Alexander’s personal and professional growth.

The special nature of Alexander’s status in India, we would like to argue,
made him experience a strange state of “non-belonging”, disturbing and exciting
at the same time. As a scholar of Tamil, he longed to dive deeper into South-Indian
culture; yet, even when full immersion was theoretically possible, he clearly realised
that one could only experience it up to a certain limit. As a Soviet citizen, he
treasured these months of detachment from the Soviet reality and cherished the
unique sense of freedom India could give. But all too often he was desperately
homesick; as time progressed, he dreamt more and more of going back home and
taking a walk in the coolness of a Russian forest. Loneliness often caused
gloominess and at times drew him towards somewhat uncomfortable relationships
with some of the consular staff in Madras. Finally, it was in India that Alexander
could experience and enjoy the “outer world”, encounter and explore different
other cultures without the fear of being punished: films, books, food items and, of
course, people from countries to the East and to the West of India formed a very
special cluster of his impressions. But here, too, he was often torn apart by
contradictory feelings: on the one hand, his rich cultural background entitled him
to see himself, at least at times, as a “citizen of the world”, but on the other, the
political reality of that time prevented even the dream that Soviet people could one
day be part of the global community. No wonder that on leaving India in June
1979, Alexander experienced a keen tragic sense of forced separation from a newly-
gained personal freedom and fullness of life. He had little hope of returning to
India soon, and he was almost sure that even maintaining epistolary contact with
some of the Western scholars he had met would hardly be possible. One cannot
help but rejoice at the fact that life did, after all, prove his fears wrong!

Many remember Alexander Dubyanskiy as a generally relaxed person with
multifaceted interests and a calm and positive attitude to life. That said, one could
expect the letters from this first trip to be a testimony to his curiosity, adventurous
spirit and optimism — which they were to a certain extent; but the end of the 1970s
was, indeed, a dark hour for many Soviet citizens, the era has left its mark on
people’s minds and souls. What could strike the reader in these letters is a tangible
sense of sadness and recurring acknowledgements of an unquenchable longing,
born, among other things, out of an existential split that, in fact, many travellers
experience: «Now that the first impressions have worn off, the /longing is
beginning to set in» (dated 2 October 1978); «My mood hasn’t changed much.
I've been feeling homesick lately, thinking about everyone all the time; in fact, I
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always feel togetherness with all my relatives [...] if I see something I think: “I’ll tell
everyone about it”, if I take a picture: “I'll definitely show you this”, etc. And
waiting almost a month for the next post is just excruciating» (13 January 1979);
«My mood, however, has been rather crappy, both because of general problems
and in general — all sorts of festivities make me feel unwell and lonely» (23
February 1979).

Apart from deeper worries, it was sheer logistics of communication that
brought added distress. It might be hard to believe now, but, having left Moscow
in September, Alexander could only make one short voice call home on the 31st of
December! It was made via radio communication installed on the captain's bridge
of'a Soviet commercial ship in the port of Madras (!). There were technical glitches,
the conversation was hectic and, it seems, left everyone even more insecure than
before.

A few months were spent by Alexander and our family exploring an
opportunity for his wife Natalia to join him in India for a short while: «I feel a
sense of unease (even guilt) towards you, coming from the fact that I'm having so
many experiences, seeing so many interesting things — all without you. The
thought of how good it would be to be with you together, to show you so many
completely different things — constantly crosses my mind. I am even thinking of
purchasing a trip to India for you and me someday, once I have saved up the
necessary amount of money. Well, we’ll see. It will soon be a month into my trip,
and the impressions keep coming over me, so I really feel powerless to put them
down on paper» (12 October 1978).

The project of a family reunion in India turned out to be futile: fearing that
Soviet couples would elope together when abroad, the state only allowed couples
from certain institutions and governmental structures to live together. There were
no formal rules against such trips, but de facro it was impossible to get permission.
The sense of disempowerment is clearly recognisable from this observation made
after meeting a friendly Western Indologist in Madras: «I’'m not sure if I'll see her
here again in winter: her husband is going to come to India and they are planning
a trip together (£ guess, he’ll just come like this, he’ll simply fly inf)» (8 November
1978).

Alexander tried to develop strong connections with local people in Madras,
he made friends with some colleagues, and started visiting people at their places (in
cities, small towns, in villages). He felt good talking to people from different
classes, took every opportunity to converse and even found bargaining in Tamil to
be a very “rewarding” process. But at the same time, he chose to maintain a good
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relationship with some of his fellow countrymen. Amongst the other Indian cities
within the Soviet network of influence in India, Madras remained a relatively
important spot, given its size and the presence of the seaport there. The Soviet
Union had a Consular department, a Centre for Science and Culture in a separate
building with a concert hall, a trade representative and a few news agency offices.
Soviet Novosti Press Agency (also known as APN) in Tamilnadu was at that time
headed by the Frolov family, one of whom, Tatiana, was a fellow Tamilist and a
good, supportive friend.

Alexander did not really have to maintain contacts with other Russians in
Madras, but he still chose to do so, as if recognising the need to invest in an
additional support system. From time to time, he took part in functions, festive
dinners and informal parties; he did so, more often than not, out of a sheer sense
of politeness and the need to have added security. Eventually, he did get some
practical help from these circles, but it all came at a price. As a result of this guid
pro quo, by March 1979, he ended up having accompanied (as a pianist) a few
children's matinees and festive concerts (for example, for New Year’s Day, Soviet
Army Day, International Women’s Day, etc.), given some kids musical training,
organised a full classical concert for a vocal aficionado from the Consulate and
even delivered a lecture on Indo-Soviet friendship himself.

The subversively-forced nature of these activities was another source of
unhappiness: «I don't often like being in the Consulate, — he confessed in
December 1978, — because it is a place where all sorts of gossip and rumours
circulate; one always gets slanted stares and envious glares there, people just keep
on chewing the fat. I am a free, independent person and, in principle, have no
special relationship with anyone there [...]». In the end, Alexander managed to use
his consular contacts to his benefit: a crucial task of sending his huge collection of
books and exotic curiosities to Moscow via sea cargo would not have been possible
to fulfil without a nod from the headquarters of the Soviet Consulate in Madras.

Affiliation to the University of Madras allowed Alexander Dubyanskiy to
take part in academic events of very different levels, organised often in strikingly
contrasting styles. These included, for example, an international anthropological
conference (December 1978), which attracted a good number of Western scholars
and was held in English, and a Tiruvacakam conference in Kumbakonam (January
1979), which took place in a Saiva temple, where everyone was wearing white
ceremonial clothes to fit the dress code of the gathering. The emotional accounts
of these events could reveal a bigger picture of how the protagonist was positioning
himself in the intellectual world.
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The anthropological conference, it seems, made Alexander painfully aware of
his belonging to a different “camp”, not so much in the political sense, but, rather,
academically, as he felt, he was not sufficiently trained in listening to the
‘conference style of English’ and was not fluent in Western academic jargon. It was
his gift of self-irony and humour that helped him add only light self-humiliating
notes to his description of the event and avoid feeling uncomfortable for too long:
«Among the bearded, pipe-smoking, self-confident Euro-Americans, I certainly
telt out of place. And I was, in fact, our of place, as I knew no one and was not an
official member of the conference, so no one knew me either. I think alot of people
looked at me and wondered, “Who the hell is this guy?” but no one asked me
directly, except for one young and rather unsympathetic Canadian who came up
to meet me but was disappointed, I think, when he found out where I was from»
(22 December 1978).

The atmosphere of the Tamil conference in Kumbakonam was more jovial.
Here, too, Alexander was aware of the differences between him and other
conference guests, however, it expressed itself on a new level, as he felt “anything
but ignored”: to begin with, he was handed «a badge with a ribbon (as a
participant), a programme and a book of food tickets». He goes on:

It should be noted at once that I was dressed in a white veshd, i.e. /ike everyone
else, although it turned out that I represented the “white race” at the conference
all aloneand was therefore not like everyone else— which again gave rise to many
questions, conversations, interviews, etc. In general, of course, I attracted a lot
of attention, which ranged from finger-pointing to all sorts of questions and
conversations [...]. I was most concerned, however, with my inability to sit on
the floor “tailor style”, so I could only do it “failure style” and thus attracted
even more, I should say, sympathetic attention (almost sympathy). And, to be
noted in a parenthesis, I would have gladly accepted this sympathy, because by
the end of each of the three days of the conference my body was crying out for
mercy, aching and moaning — because all the papers had to followed from the
floor level. (27 January 1979).

One is tempted to interpret the two descriptions in terms of a typical West vs East
dichotomy, as we recognise here the depiction of a colder, rational, excluding, even
unsympathetic “Western” crowd contrasted by the image of a warmer, emphatic,
emotional “Eastern” community. Alexander, however, never needed to choose
between the two, in order to go either the “Western” or the “Eastern” way. As it
seems, at a certain point, he felt somewhat alienated from both, although in his
later years, he did manage to integrate himself better in them, both academically
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and personally. Yet, truth be told, he never mastered snooty conversations and
sitting in a cross-legged position.

One of his early contact figures in the “Western” academic world was Prof.
Brenda Beck. She was affiliated to the University of Madras for a short while in
1978, and left a very bright impression on Alexander’s mind, striking him as a very
warm person, «without any trace of arrogance». She was ready to give her time
and share valuable advice regarding Alexander’s academic project; as he puts it in
his letters, «I tried to give her the gist of it, but I did it confusingly, stammering in
English so it was a shame» (8 November 1978). Prof. Beck sounded nevertheless
encouraging and promised to send reprints of her articles to Moscow; she
apparently kept her promise later on. She also spoke about the international Tamil
conference that was due to take place in 1980; being a member of the organising
committee she encouraged Alexander to come to India again — it was «a very
tempting and honourable» invitation, but he was quite sure, nothing would come
of it, as casual conference visits were almost never allowed to Soviet scholars.

Alexander’s letters are a bitter testimony to the fact that closed borders,
cultural and intellectual isolation are extremely harmful for academic life. While
“classical” (in a very broad sense of this word) world culture was, with certain
limitations, “allowed” in the Soviet Union, things like contemporary lifestyle and
cultural trends, current intellectual achievements and modern philosophy were
deemed “non-progressive”, “reactionary”, “dangerous” and were, therefore,
considered unfit for the citizens. It didn’t take much to bring a cultural shock to
hapless Soviet visitors on their first trip abroad. The following passage describing
Alexander’s visit to Kerala’s seafront reveals exactly this kind of innocence about
the ways of the world:

A few odd-looking characters show up now and then, wearing peculiar outfits
— oversized shalwars, some sort of shapeless robes, loose shirts, veshzs, or even
just loincloths. They walk with staffs in their hands, carrying primitive bags;
they have beads, earrings, often long hair, some, on the contrary, are clean-
shaven. These are the hippies. They have chosen Kovalam Beach as their
camping ground (however, we later found out that the main hub of the hippies
is in Goa). Near us, a couple settles down to enjoy the sun; the girl only has a
strip of cloth on her loins. The sun is blazing all the time, but it does not bother
her [...]. (27 February 1979).

Encounters with various “foreign” (for India) things were a common thing in

Indian cities, there were a lot of international products on display: restaurants
serving ‘exotic’ for India cuisine (Alexander mentions, among others, Chinese
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restaurants in Madras and a very authentic Vietnamese bar in Pondicherry),
cinema halls where one could watch the latest “Bondiana” and popular American
films, and, of course, rich and spacious bookstores (like the iconic
“Higginbotham’s” in Madras). Western books were especially tempting: he was
determined to bring back to the USSR not only professional literature, but
collections of comic books (the “Asterix” series), recent detective novels, some
English classics, although he felt constantly stressed about transporting all these
newly acquired treasures back home.

Two essentially “Western” places in Tamilnadu became for Alexander the
metaphor for an unattainable academic paradise. The French Institute of
Pondicherry was a place to admire: occupying «a luxurious two-storeyed mansion,
overlooking the embankment», it served as the embodiment of «silence,
cleanliness, grace» (April 1979). Its library and a friendly bookstore could only
compare to the library and the territory of the Theosophical society in Madras -
both places were deeply missed by him when he left, and he tried to pay a visit to
them each time he returned to Tamilnadu thereafter.

As time passed by, the Western “exotic” things India could offer were getting
more familiar: impressions were settling down, books were being packed to be sent
back home and, generally, the hunger for the outer world was being quenched little
by little. Alexander felt a bit less disturbed about his Soviet contacts in Madras; he
was still missing home but was more in peace with his loneliness. In other words,
he was, finally, ready to focus on his own “discovery of India”. He occasionally
admitted a sense of tiredness caused by the heat and noise, complicated logistics,
intensity of life, but India at large took the central place in his epistolary reports.

Alexander Dubyanskiy was building his relationship with the three worlds —
Indian, Russian and Western — mainly relying on human contact, for through this
there was reconciliation with the foreign world as well as with one's own. The
human dimension is extremely important in building a relationship with the
“place” (in Yi-Fu Tuan’s sense of the word) in India, which, eventually, was to be
found in Madras. From the very first days, the capital of Tamilnadu was perceived
as a friendly ropos, but it was only in April 1979, when Alexander was able to
express his deep love towards this city in a truly panegyrical way:

Going past the lighthouse recently in the afternoon (the road to the consulate
is just off Marina — along Marina Beach itself), I decided to climb its stairs [...].
I'd been up once, but it was during the rains, and although it wasn't pouring
from the sky, there were dark clouds over Madras and the city was shrouded in
fog, so the view from the lighthouse was limited (but still great). Now, on a
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sunny day, the skyline opened up and the city showed itself at its best — with its
white buildings, tall hotels, promenade and masses of palm trees. From above,
Madras was immersed in greenery — palm trees and all — what a beautiful city!
And now it's so close and dear to me, and of course, I'll miss it. (24 April1979).

Madras was, of course, not home in a real sense, but, rather, a domesticated city, a
place to recuperate after intensive escapades. The bigger space, or greater India,
was waiting to be discovered and ‘tamed’. The epistolary travelogue records the
moment, when Alexander leaves Madras for the first time, to get to know and
embrace rural Tamilnadu, on the way to Madurai. The passage about the joyful
recognition of things that had been learnt in theory is self-explanatory:

We set off early as it was a long journey. As we left and drove out from Madras,
the countryside began — towns, villages, rice paddies, sugarcane plantations,
coconut palms, bananas. Along came the village temples and shrines I'd read so
much about — images of snakes or a goddess on a platform under a sprawling
tree or just a stone tied with some cloth. Soon I started noticing the temples of
Aiyanar, the village patron god: they are usually recognisable by sculptures of
horses made of clay or terracotta. Beautiful landscapes, interesting scenes and
pictures unfolded like in a movie, and it was a pity to rush past them so quickly.
The road we travelled was good in itself, but here we must also take into account
the peculiarities of local manners: free stretches were rare, and mostly it was
busy with people carrying some kind of luggage (often on their heads), just lying
almost on the roadway, cyclists riding as God intended, cattle — walking, lying
down or pulling heavy carts, dogs sleeping right in the middle of the road,
trucks rushing along so that they couldn't be avoided. In addition, crows,
chipmunks, lizards and, on one occasion, monkeys, which I thus saw here for
the first time in their natural state, almost climbed under the car’s wheels. (12
October 1978).

In November, Alexander went on a month-long grand tour of the country, visited
cities, archacological monuments, and religious centres. Together with his
colleague and travel-mate Dr. Boris Zakharyin, they covered a few thousand
kilometres in four weeks, heading first to Kerala and Karnataka, then, via Bombay,
to Ajanta and Sanchi, dropping by Lakhnau on the way to Benares and mapping
the movement back towards the south from Calcutta, along the eastern coastal
line. It was an extraordinary but tiring journey that ended in the present-day
Telangana. The trip was a quintessential experience in terms of accepting the
“Otherness” of the country and, what is most important, being accepted by India.
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He would later refer to this trip as a ‘pradakshina’ and a life-shaping event that
made him look into the depths of time and taste India’s troubled modernity. The
trip was a “chronotope” in its own right, as the two explorers found themselves in
a very special time-warp, which is typical for event-filled voyages into “exotic”
worlds. For a few weeks to come, they could not maintain contact with their
“own” worlds, as receiving letters or keeping in touch with families was technically
impossible; the flow of impressions and the intensity of travelling, often by night
trains or buses, made them almost forget everything and concentrate on living the
“here and now”. Needless to say, this episode made Alexander unaware, at least
temporarily, of political borders and cultural differences, helped him detach
himself from the crisis of belonging he had experienced during his first weeks in
Madras; he was, thus, able to give himself over to the frenetic spirit of the journey.
The sense of liberation and ultimate freedom he experienced would not be
recreated in any other circumstances later on.

The whirlpool of impressions was starting to calm down only when they
reached Palampath, a quiet village in the Warangal district (present-day
Telangana). Visiting a group of 13th-century temples — the creation of the Kakatia
dynasty — Alexander experienced a catharsis-like moment that justified the
hardships of the previous weeks. The energy of the trip transformed itself into
santa bhava:

From Vishakhapatnam we went to Vijayawada [...] then to Warangal, and from
there we travelled to Palampath village by bus. This was the grand finale of our
trip — indeed, a gorgeous experience. The place is apparently little visited by
tourists — thanks God for that — so both the temples and the area itself retain a
sense of intactness. There's a complex of medieval temples, sadly much ruined,
but still retaining some gorgeous sculpture and stone carvings. The area is, as I
said, rustic — silent, with only the sound of birds and the creaking wheels of
heavy rice straw carts coming in a caravan from the fields to the surrounding
villages. The landscape is very beautiful - fields, palm trees, forested mountains,
huge boulders, especially in the bed of a dried-up river, and a large lake about a
kilometre from the village. The dilapidated temples and shrines are hidden by
dense greenery, often just braided by tree branches (Kipling comes to mind
again). We made a considerable detour around. I can't tell you the thrill of
walking on Indian land - in the middle of nowhere, in the countryside, in touch
with the Indian nature and with the life, unhurried and simple, which had been
going on like this for centuries. Actually, if we put aside the bus and the paved
road, everything else — palm leaf covered huts, wooden ploughs, oxen, carts — is
absolutely primordial. Of course, this is a superficial glance, there have been
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changes in the internal life of the village, but an outsider gets a sense of it being
quite a patriarchal place. (19 December 1978).

The epiphany to “the wonder that was India” should bring us to the concluding
part. Alexander’s travelogue in letters, reveals, through his direct and indirect
statements, the image of India as a “soft power”, a neutral secure space, where
people and civilisations could meet and enrich each other. In this way, the
challenges of this essentially liminal experience could be, if not fully overcome, but
at least levelled down significantly and turned into cultural advantages. For an
engaged and attentive outsider like Alexander Dubyanskiy, even post-Emergency
India — traumatised, economically and morally shattered — succeeded in playing
the role of a cosmopolitan paradise. It was a paradoxically calm, integral space,
where, in a striking contrast with the Soviet Union, free will, open-mindedness and
freedom could be exercised without any fear. Not every Soviet visitor to India
could experience these emotions and thoughts — it was due to the uniqueness of
Alexander’s position that he could enjoy the trips and the freedom of movement.
He used to confess later on that the return to Moscow, as joyful as it might have
been for personal reasons, was a moment of despair for him on a socio-cultural
level. He could not have known back then if he would ever be able to make another
escape to India, and he certainly could not have predicted that it would only take
ten years for walls, some metaphorical, some real, to fall.
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Alexander Dubyanskiy on the rooftop of Hostel for Postgraduate students, University of
Madras (1978).
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Abstract

The exact meaning — and hence translation — of the term vimana is often unclear. The
dictionaries give several definitions, such as ‘measurement, palace, aerial car, throne,
temple’, etc. It is not always easy to decide which one is appropriate in which context.
This paper aims to investigate the various semantic shades of vimanain the Sanskrit epics,
the Mahabhirara and the Ramdyana. In our conclusions, we posit that the term vimaina,
which first means ‘measure’, then came to designate a palace — a building which has to be
constructed by precise measurement; this name was then also applied to the aerial palaces
of the gods, which, unrooted in the sky, were thought to move about in the manner of
celestial cars, sometimes drawn by various beasts, sometimes self-moving; finally, vimina
came to designate a type of heaven — a meaning which is not listed in the dictionary
definitions.

Keywords: vimana; measurement; palace; flying palace; heaven; Mahabharata; Rimayana.

1. Introduction

The term vimana, derived from the root vi4/ma ‘to measure, mete out, pass over,
traverse’, is not easy to define clearly. We can already discern some perplexity in
the definition offered by the Monier-Williams Sanskrit—English Dictionary (s.v.):

vi-mana: mf(i)n. measuring out, traversing; m. n. a car or chariot of the gods,
any mythical self-moving aerial car (sometimes serving as a seat or throne,
sometimes self-moving and carrying its occupant through the air; other
descriptions make the Vimana more like a house or palace and one kind is
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said to be 7 stories high [...]); any car or vehicle (esp. a bier); the palace of an
emperor or supreme monarch (esp. one with 7 stories); a temple or shrine of
a partic. form, [...J"

This definition appears both confusing and confused, and hardly allows us to
form a precise idea of what a vimana actually is. Is it a building or a chariot? Is it
stationary or can it fly? But to be fair to the author of the dictionary, we must
admit that there are a number of passages where it is indeed difficult to determine
what is exactly meant by vimana. In order to get a clearer idea of this topic, we
shall presently examine the various usages of this term in the Sanskrit epics, the
Mahabhirata and the Rimayana, two texts which appear to be the primary locus
of its development.

Before turning to the epics, let us briefly examine the situation in the Veda.
In Vedic literature, vimana both occurs as an adjective meaning ‘measuring out,
traversing’ and as a noun, ‘measure’, but the significations of ‘palace’ and ‘aerial
chariot of the gods’ are conspicuously absent. In the Vedss, it is well-known that
the gods were thought to travel about on rathas, chariots drawn mostly by
horses®. As Gonda (1965, 72) remarks:

[...] it is a matter of no little significance that [the gods] are described as driving
swift horses (RV 10, 92, 6), as tireless travellers (RV 8, 2, 18), as approaching
the sacrificers in their chariots (RV 1, 84, 18; 7, 2, 5). It means, first, that they
are supposed to be able to move rapidly and to exert their influence in all parts
of the universe, and in the second place that, as far as they were conceived as
anthropomorphous, they were represented as similar to very powerful human
beings of nobiliary rank who also, in war and contest, drove their chariots,
which bear the same name (ratha-).

1. And we are not even citing another, rather problematic, meaning of vimainain the context
of Ayurveda, which probably need not concern us here. See Wujastyk 2017.

2. Riding horses was not completely unknown, but references to it are still scanty in the
Rgveda. Historically speaking, according to Gonda (1965, 95-114), who draws his evidence from
various ancient cultures including India, men learned how to drive chariots yoked to horses long
before they learned how to ride horses — or other mounts for that matter. The epics, as often,
represent a stage of transition: at times, the god Indra rides his chariot driven by Matali, but at other
times he travels on a vimana or he rides his white elephant Airavata. In one and the same legend,
Aruna becomes the charioteer of the sun-god, who performs his daily rounds of the heavens riding
on a chariot drawn by ruddy horses, whereas his younger brother Garuda becomes Visnu’s mount
(vahana).
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From this, we understand that the Vedic rarhas used by the gods were
conceived of as very similar to the chariots used by the warriors on the battlefield,
but huger, more splendid, and endowed with the power to travel through the air
very swiftly. We may also note at the outset — because on this point the aerial
vimanas differ from the rathas — that the Vedic gods’ razhas never serve as abodes,
but are merely used as conveyances: the gods use them to travel and move about,
either for the purpose of battle’, or else to go to various sacrifices®, to perform
their daily rounds of heaven’, or to fly to the rescue of people in distress®. Also,
and this is another point which distinguishes the razhas from the vimanas, rathas
are always drawn by some animals, mostly by horses, but sometimes by other
animals too”. While this is true for many vimanas as well, some of them, especially
Puspaka, are also said to be able to move about by themselves.

The anonymous author of the French Wikipedia article on vimana seems to
suggest that the concept of vimaina evolved out of the Vedic ratha, due to the
occasional association of both terms, since rathas are sometimes said to ‘measure
out’ either space or the sky®. This occurs for example in Rgveda 2. 40. 3, in a
hymn addressed to the gods Soma and Pasan:

3. As Macdonell (1974, 5S5) remarks, «the epithet ‘car-fighter’ (rathestha) is exclusively
appropriated to Indra». Indra, the king of the gods, is «the first of the chariot drivers» (RV 1. 11.
1). He has a splendid golden chariot (RV 6. 29. 2; 8. 1. 24), which is larger than the mountains (RV
1. 11. 1) and which is drawn mostly by two, but sometimes by a hundred or even a thousand tawny
(hari) steeds.

4. This trait is especially prominent in the case of Agni, the god of Fire, who has a dazzling,
golden chariot drawn by two or more ruddy (rohita, aruna) horses, with which he is wont to bring
the gods to the sacrifice (RV 3. 6. 9). For Agni is the charioteer of the sacrifice (RV 10. 92. 1).

5. Thus, the Sun-god Stirya circles the earth every day on his one-wheeled car (RV 5. 29. 10)
drawn by the horse Etaga (RV 7. 63. 2), or by many — notably seven — ruddy (/arita) horses (RV 5.
45.9;7.60. 3). See Gonda 1965, 74-76 for the evolution of Strya’s representation.

6. The Agvins are untiring on their golden three-fold car (it has three wheels, three fellies, etc.,
cf. RV 1. 118. 1-2) and their continuous course (vares), «a word which with one exception is
applicable to them only» (Macdonell 1974, 50), is mostly performed in order to help various
creatures in distress.

7. Gonda (1965, 82) notes that the god Pusan, a pastoral deity, is «specially concerned with
the paths and consequently with the protection of the herd, the recovery of lost animals, the
conveyance of souls to heaven» and «it is therefore in harmony with the god’s character that he is
(6,55, 6) stated to be conveyed, on a chariot, by two sure-footed or firmly proceeding [...] he-goats.
The epithet ajasva- ‘who has goats instead of horses’ is in a significant way exclusively his». (Cf. RV
1.38.4; 9. 67. 10). The Asvins’ car is sometimes said to be drawn by horses, but mostly by birds like
hamsas (RV 4. 45. 4) or eagles (RV 1. 118. 4; 8. 5. 7), and even by other animals like buffaloes or an
ass.

8. See https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vimana (last access 29.10.2021).
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sOmapusand rijaso viminam saptdcakram ratham dvisvaminvam /
visavitam mdnasi yujyimanam tdm jinvatho vysand pdicarasmim // RV 2. 40.3 //

O Soma and Pisan, the chariot [=sacrifice?] with seven wheels and five reins
that measures out the airy realm but does not speed everyone, rolling in various
directions, being yoked with mind, that do you quicken, you bulls. (Jamison—
Brereton 2014, 459).

In my opinion, however, the basic idea behind a vimana is not primarily that it
measures out anything, but that it is, in itself, an object that requires measuring.
For as we have seen above, vimana also designates a palatial, probably many-
storeyed mansion, which has to be built according to strict measurements.
Whether in its terrestrial or flying form, vimana designates a structure with a
complicated architecture, of a type which was probably not common in Vedic
times — if we can draw any conclusions from the extremely scanty archaeological
remains from the Vedic age’. It is therefore most likely that the concept of
vimana does not derive in any way from that of the Vedic gods’ flying rathas, but
that it is an entirely new concept that gains prominence at the time in which the
epics were composed.

After examining closely all the passages in which the term vimana appears in
the Mahibhirata and in the Rimdyana, we come to the conclusion that vimaina
occurs under four different meanings in these two texts'’. This term can
designate:

— a terrestrial palace;

— aflying structure whose use is the prerogative of divine or semi-divine

beings;

9. As remarked by Bhan (2006, 178), «the Vedic Tradition [...] reveals [...] the absence of
fortified cities, town planning and drainage, monumental art and architecture of burnt bricks
[...]». In Vedic literature, it is on the contrary the Dasas or Dasyus, the enemies of the Indo—Aryans,
who are regularly credited with the construction of fortresses (puraf) made of stone or metal,
which Indra splits by means of his vajra, a feat which earns him the epithet purbhid, ‘fort-shatterer’.
See Macdonell 1974, 60. According to this author’s naturalistic interpretation, these fortresses of
the Dasyus are really aerial forts and represent the rain clouds — a representation which brings us
rather close to a vimana like Puspaka, said to be made of precious metal and stone, and frequently
compared to a cloud.

10. If we exclude one unique occurrence of vimaina in its Vedic sense of ‘measuring’, found
in MBh 1. 3. 60, in a hymn addressed by Upamanyu to the Asvins and composed in what Louis
Renou has styled «hybrid Vedic Sanskrit». To this category also belong the Suparnakhyaina, the
Baskalamantra Upanisad, etc. See Renou 1956, 3. On the hymn to the Asvins, see Renou 1997.
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— the heavenly flying palace Puspaka, an individual representative of the
second category;

— a type of heaven.

I have examined elsewhere Puspaka’s functions in the Valmiki- Ramdyana and the
relationship between the divine flying palace and its three successive owners,
Kubera, Ravana and Rima, who stand respectively for artha, kimaand dharma".
Here, I propose to have a look at the term vimana in its other meanings: palace,
flying structure and heaven.

While the meaning of ‘heaven’ is probably slightly later than the other two,
becoming really prominent only in some chapters of Book 13 of the
Mahabharata, it seems difficult to assign a chronological order within the epics to
the appearance of the first two significations of the term (‘terrestrial palace’ and
‘tlying structure’): as far as the Valmiki-Ramayana is concerned, we may note
that, except for Book 4 which only contains vimaina twice in the sense of
‘terrestrial palace’, all the other books of the Ramayana contain instances of both
meanings. On the other hand, occurrences of vimana in the sense of an ‘earthly
palace’ are much rarer in the Mahabharata than in the Ramayana. We find it used
in this meaning without any ambiguity only in two s/okas of the Great Epic'. At
times, a terrestrial vimana can be compared to a flying one (see e.g. Rm 5. 6. 7)
and at other times, both shades of meaning seem intended at once. For instance,
when Sita tries to persuade Rima to take her along to the forest, she tells him:

prasadagrair vimanair vi vaihiyasagatena vi/
sarvavasthagatd bhartuh pidacchayi visisyate// Rm 2.24.7 //

The shadow of a husband’s feet in any circumstances surpasses the finest
mansions, an aerial chariot (vimana), or even flying through the sky. (Pollock-
Goldman 1986, 135).

By semantic association with the preceding term, prasida (‘mansion’), we would
assume that Sitd is using vimina in the sense of ‘terrestrial palace’, but by
association with the following vaihiyasagatena (‘flying through the sky’), we
would tend to think that she means a ‘flying palace’. We see that both shades of

11. See Feller 2020.

12. MBh 1. 176. 23 and 3. 198. 6. Two more occurrences of vimanain the sense of ‘terrestrial
palace’ may possibly be found in MBh 13. 20. 35 and 13. 83. 56, but the context does not allow us
to decide clearly if a palace or a flying structure is meant.
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meaning of the term vimana - ‘palace’ and ‘flying structure’ — are simultaneously
present in Sitd’s mind, and that the term vimana functions as a pivot which
allows her mind to leap from ‘mansions’ to ‘flying through the sky’ without any
seeming incongruity. In a similar vein, when Hanumat examines Ravana’s palace
looking for Sita, we are first given an elaborate depiction of the wonderful palace
of the riksasa-king seen through the monkey’s eyes. The description starts as that
of a ‘fabulous house’ (grhottama, Rm 5. 7. 5), ‘looking like heaven fallen to earth’
(mahitale svargam iva prakirnam, Rm S. 7. 6) and ‘having the splendour of a
flying palace [...] drawn through the air by splendid hamsas’ (hamsapravekair iva
vahyamanam sriyd yutam [...] vimanam, Rm 5. 7. 7). What starts as a mere
comparison between the earthly palace and a flying one then suddenly shifts
without clear transition to the description of the vimaina Puspaka itself (here
called Puspa), which is parked in a hall of the palace: “The great monkey gazed
upon that vast and resplendent flying palace called Puspa.” (puspahvayam nima
viragjamanam |...] mahikapis tatra mahavimanam, Rm S. S. 11). This shift from
Rivana’s palace to his flying palace Puspaka is again facilitated by the ambiguity
of the term vimaina, which can be applied to both terrestrial immobile and
celestial mobile mansions. Let us now examine the various meanings of the term

vimanain the two epics.

2.Vimina as a Palace

In both epics, most occurrences of vimana in the sense of ‘palace’ are found in
town-descriptions, in close association with semantically proximate terms, such
as prasida (‘terrace, top-storey of a lofty building, lofty palatial mansion, palace,
temple’), harmya (‘large house, palace, mansion, any house or large building’, or
‘residence of a wealthy person’) and grha (‘house’). More rarely it appears in
connection with valabhi (‘top or pinnacle of a house, turret’, as in Rm 2. 82. 5),
gopura (‘town-gate, gate, ornamented gateway of a temple’, Rm 6. 55. 64; 3. 198.
6) or agtalaka (‘watch-tower’, MBh 3. 198. 6)". This can be seen in the following
examples.

In Rm 2. 53, Sumantra, Dasaratha’s charioteer, reports to the aged king how
the townspeople reacted when they saw him come back without Rama, whom he
had just left in the forest. Here vimana is listed with Aarmya and prisida as the
dwellings from which the women of Ayodhya watch Sumantra’s return:

13. These meanings are given in the Monier-Williams Sanskrit—English Dictionary.
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harmyair vimanaih prisidair aveksya ratham dgaram /
hahakarakred naryo rimadarsanakarsitah // Rm2.53.9 //

From mansions (Aharmya), many-storied buildings (vimina) and palaces
(prasada), the women observed the chariot come, and they raised cries of woe,
tormented at losing the sight of Rama. (Pollock-Goldman 1986, 197).

In the Mahabhirata, vimana occurs in the sense of ‘palace’ in an extremely lively
description of Mithila, king Janaka’s city, which an ignorant Brahmin visits in
order to be enlightened by a hunter. Here again, the term vimana is found
surrounded by a cluster of related architectural terms, such as gopura (‘gates’),
artalaka (‘watchtowers’), grha (‘houses’) and prakara (‘walls’):

tato jagima mithilim janakena suraksitim// S //
dharmasetusamakirnam yajaotsavavatim subham /
gopurattilakavatim grhaprikarasobhitim // 6 //

pravisya sa purim ramyam vimanair bahubhir vream /

panyais ca bahubhir yuktim suvibhaktamahapatham // 7 //

asvai rathals tathd nagair yanais ca bahubhir vrtim /
hrstapustajanakirnam nityotsavasamakulim // MBh 3. 198. 5¢-8 //

At length [he] came to Mithili, which was well governed by Janaka. It was a
city demarcated by the boundaries of the Law, rich in sacrifices and festivals,
holy, defended by gates and watch towers, and adorned with houses and walls.
He entered the lovely town, which was surrounded by many palaces (vimana),
filled with many wares, with the main streets well laid out, crowded with
many horses, chariots, elephants, and wagons, teeming with happy, well-fed
people, and bristling with constant festivals. (van Buitenen 1975, 619).

If the phrase vimanair bahubhir vreim is indeed to be understood in the sense of
‘surrounded by many palaces’ and not simply as ‘filled with many palaces’, then
it appears that the palatial vimanas are built on the edge of the town, somewhat
in the manner of the villas of modern-day suburbia — and perhaps opposed to the
more modest grhas of the town-centre.

In Book 6 of the Ramdyapna, when Rima’s army reaches Lanki, an
extraordinary sight meets their eyes:

Sikharam ru trikiatasya pramsu caikam divisprsam /
samantar puspasamchannam maharajatasamnibham // 18 //
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Satayojanavistirnam vimalam cirudarsanam /

Slaksnam sriman mahac caiva dusprapam sakunair api// 19 //
manasapi duriroham kim punah karmana janaih /

nivistd tatra sikhare larika ravanapilica // 20 //

54 puri gopurair uccaih pindurimbudasamnibhaih /

kaficanena ca silena rijatena ca sobhiti// 21 //

prasadais ca vimanais ca larikd paramabhisita /

ghanair ivitapapaye madhyamam vaispavam padam// 22 //
yasyam stambhasahasrena prisidah samalamkreah /
kailisasikharikiro drsyate kham ivollikhan // Rm 6. 30. 18-23 //

There, reaching into the sky, stood one of the lofty summits of Mount
Trikata. Covered on all sides with flowers, it seemed to be made of gold. It was
bright and lovely to behold, and its breadth was a hundred leagues. It was
beautiful, grand, and majestic and impossible for even the birds to reach. It was
impossible for men to scale, even in their imagination, let alone in reality. And
there, on that peak, stood Lanka, under the protection of Ravana. The citadel
was adorned with ramparts of gold and silver and with lofty gateway towers
resembling white clouds. Indeed, Lanka was as magnificently adorned by its
palaces (prasida) and mansions (vimana) as are the heavens, Visnu’s middle
step, with clouds at summer’s end. In the city could be seen a palace (prasida)
adorned with a thousand columns, which, seeming to scrape the sky,
resembled the peak of Mount Kailisa. (Goldman-Sutherland Goldman-van
Nooten 2009, 195-196).

Here we are given a measurement — the breadth of the city is a hundred leagues
(yojanas) — and again, we meet many architectural terms: gateway towers
(gopura), ramparts (sila), palaces (prisida), mansions (vimana) and pillars
(stambha). All these lofty constructions, whose combined colours are gold, silver
and white, built upon the top of an even loftier mountain peak, seem to ‘scrape
the sky’ (kham ivollikhan). Indeed, the city is built so high up that it is said to be
‘impossible for even the birds to reach’. In short, it looks as if it were floating in
the sky, an impression which is reinforced by the comparison between its
towering buildings and clouds. We are here reminded of certain descriptions of
the flying palace Puspaka, which is an equally dazzling architectural construction
made of precious materials, and said to be so huge that, like Lanka, it is
frequently compared to a mountain and seems to ‘scrape the sky’ (see e.g. Rm S.
7.12-15 and 6. 109. 22-27).
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Towards the end of Book 7 of the Rimdyana, two towns are founded by
Rama’s younger brother Bharata, Taksasili and Puskaravati. These are said to
contain palaces (vimanas) of the same colour:

ubhe puravare ramye vistarair upasobhire /
grhamukhyaih surucirair vimanaih samavarpibhif // Rm 7. 91. 13 //

Both of these splendid cities were charming and adorned with great wealth, as
well as with extremely beautiful mansions and seven-storied palaces (vimana)
of identical colour. (Goldman-Sutherland Goldman, 2017, 427, modified).

While grha can designate a simple house, the terms prisida, harmya and vimana
designate a palace or a lofty building. It is difficult to ascertain from the passages
at hand if the poet really intended to assign a different shade of meaning to each
one of them, or if they are all listed together to achieve a cumulative effect
stressing the huge size and luxury of the buildings and the opulence of their
inhabitants. I would rather tend towards the second hypothesis. We see that
Goldman er alii are not really systematic in their translations of the term vimana
in the Ramdyana. At times, they translate it as ‘mansion’ (cf. Rm 6. 30. 22
quoted above) and at other times as ‘palace’ or more specifically as ‘seven-storied
palace’ (see Rm 7. 91. 13 quoted above), following the commentators’ gloss
saptabhamiprisadaif™. A vimana would thus be a sub-type of prisida with
many (or specifically seven) storeys. But the text of the Rimdyana itself never
explicitly alludes to (seven) storeys, even though they can probably be deduced
from the sheer height of the buildings described”. As we see from the above
examples, palatial vimanas occur mostly in town descriptions, be it Ayodhya,
Lanka, Mithila or other towns. While the vimanas of human towns are probably
made of ordinary materials, we see that those of Lanki are made of costly
materials such as gold, silver and precious stones whose descriptions evoke
superhuman, if not divine splendour.

While towns are said to contain palaces — in other words, vimanas of the
terrestrial type — taken as a whole, they can also be compared to celestial vimanas.
Thus, in Rm 1. 5. 19, Ayodhyai is likened to ‘a palace in the sky that perfected
beings had gained through austerities’ (vimanam iva siddhinim tapasidhigatam

14. See Goldman—-Sutherland Goldman 2017, 1195.

15. As far as I could ascertain, the only occurrence in the Sanskrit epics of a vimina with
‘seven storeys’ (saprabhauma) is found in MBh 13. 110. 66, where this epithet is applied to a flying
palace.
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divi). In Rm 1. 69. 3, the auspicious-looking Samkasyi, the town belonging to
Ku$adhvaja, King Janaka’s elder brother, is compared to the vimina Puspaka
(sdmkasyim punyasamkasim vimanam iva puspakam). Inversely, flying vimanas
can also be likened to towns, as in Rm 1. 42. 9, where the gods flock together by

means of various conveyances to witness the Ganga falling onto the earth:

vimanair nagarikirair hayair gajavarais ratha /
pariplavagaras capi devatis ratra visthitih // Rm 1. 42. 9 //

Even the gods, gathered there in their flying chariots looking like cities, with
their horses and splendid elephants, were awed. (Goldman 1984, 206,
modified).

In my opinion, the main characteristics shared between towns and flying vimanas
is that they are both huge and built of lofty and luxurious mansions. From these
comparisons, we understand that the celestial vimdnas are not “mere” flying
chariots but look rather like flying palaces or even flying towns consisting of

many palaces.

3. Vimana as a Flying Structure

Let us now turn to the second category of vimainas, namely, the aerial, flying
variety. The overwhelming majority of occurrences of wvimaina in the
Mahibhirata designate a sort of flying palace or even town (given that vimanas
are sometimes said to carry great numbers of heavenly musicians and nymphs)',
enjoyed by the gods and other divine beings who use them either to fly about in
the sky or to come down to earth. From these passages, we understand that
vimanas are essentially used as a means of transportation. We may note that the
only books of the Mahabhairata which do not contain any references to aerial
vimanas are Books 10, 11 and 16, in which the term vimana does not appear at
all.

Towards its beginning, the Great Epic provides a genealogy of the gods and
other supernatural beings. The divine architect Vi$vakarman, the son of Prabhisa
the eighth Vasu, is here said to be the maker of all divine vimanas — an honour
which is the sole prerogative of Puspaka in the Valmiki- Rimayana:

16. For instance, in Rm 3. 33.20and 7. 68. 11.
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visvakarma mahabhago jajie silpaprajipatih /

kartd Silpasahasrinam tridasinam ca vardhakih // 27 //
bhizsananim ca sarvesam karta silpavatam varah /

yo divyani vimanani devatinim cakira ha// MBh 1. 60. 27-28 //

Thus was born the lordly Visvakarman, progenitor of the crafts, creator of the
thousands of crafts, and carpenter to the Thirty Gods; greatest of craftsmen, he
created all ornaments and fashioned the divine chariots of the Gods. (van
Buitenen 1973, 149).

In the Mahibhirata, the viminas can be yoked to various animals, most
frequently of course to birds such as Aamsas (MBh 13. 14. 141; 13. 109. 52; 13.
109. 54), cakravikas (MBh 13. 109. 43a), sirasas (MBh 13. 109. 45a) or peacocks
(MBh 3. 83. 29c¢), but also to white horses (MBh 7. 18. 5¢), lions and tigers (MBh
13. 109. 49), elephants and rhinoceroses (MBh 13. 110. 67) and even once to the
divine zs5, in the story of King Nahusa, who is of course swiftly punished for his
insolence and thrown out of heaven (MBh 5. 15. 20). Likewise, in the Ramdyana,
the viminas can be drawn by a great variety of beasts. For instance, when
Hanumat jumps from the mainland to Lanka, he meets many such conveyances
on the way:

simhakuijarasirdilapatagoragavihanaif /
vimanaih sampatadbhis ca vimalaih samalamkrre// Rm 5. 1. 159 //

[Thart aerial path] was adorned with shining chariots that flew along, drawn by
lions, elephants, tigers, birds, and serpents. (Goldman-Sutherland Goldman
1996, 112).

In both epics, the gods and other denizens of heaven mostly use vimanas in order
to fly about in heaven, for instance to visit each other, as in the case of the
deceased King Pandu and his wives who frequently use this conveyance to visit
Indra, as the latter informs Yudhisthira who has just arrived in heaven:

esa pandur mahesvisah kuntyi madrya ca samgatah /
vimanena sadibhyeti pit tava mamantikam // MBh 18. 4. 16 //

Here is the great archer Pindu, united with Kunti and Madri. Your father
always comes into my presence on his vimana. (My transl.).
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Or else, the inhabitants of paradise come down to earth on vimdnas to
witness noteworthy events, such as, for instance, Draupad?’s svayamvara:

athdyayur devagana vimanai

rudraditya vasavo ‘thasvinau ca/

sadhyas ca sarve marutas tathaiva

yamam puraskrtya dhanesvaram ca// MBh 1. 178.6//

Then riding the chariots (vimana) came the Gods,

Adityas and Rudras and Vasus and Asvins,

The Sadhyas all and the Maruts too,

Placing Yama ahead and the Lord of Wealth. (van Buitenen 1973, 351).

In Rm 3. 27. 30, they flock together to watch Rama’s fight against the riksasa
Khara; in 6. 105. 3, they rush to Lanka on their divine flying palaces similar to the
sun (vimanaifh siryasamnibhaifi) to witness Sita’s ordeal and, in Rm 7. 100. 2-3,
when Riama decides to go back to heaven after his long reign, he is met by
‘Brahmi [...] surrounded by all the gods and great seers and accompanied by
hundreds of millions of celestial flying chariots’”’. The god Brahma, due to his
continuing involvement with his creation, is particularly fond of visiting the
earth on his vimana, and there are many other instances where he comes down
from heaven on this conveyance to grant boons (e.g: Rm 7. 5. 11) or to intercede
in conflicts (e.g. Rm 7. 23. 8).

But vimanas are used not only by the gods to come down to earth, but also
by recently deceased meritorious people to go up to heaven. The vimanas thus
function as the outward sign of their newly-acquired divine status. For instance,
in Rm 2. 58. 42, the young ascetic killed by mistake by king Dasaratha while
hunting ‘ascended straightway to heaven upon a heavenly chariot of wonderful
construction’ (divyena vimanena vapusmati aruroha divam ksipram). In Rm 3.
10. 90, the perfected beings (siddhas) residing in Agastya’s hermitage, go to
heaven ‘in aerial chariots gleaming like the sun’ (vimanaih saryasamnibhaih). In
Rm 3. 68. 6, the monster Kabandha, who has just been slain by Rima, suddenly
appears before him in divine form, ‘standing upon a luminous, glorious aerial
chariot harnessed with geese’ (vimane bhasvare tisthan hamsayukte yasaskare). At
the very end of the story, after Rima has regained his divine form as Visnu,

17. brahma [...] sarvaih parivrro devair rsibhis ca mahitmabhih / |...] vimanasatakotibhir
divyabhir abhisamvreah // Rm 7. 100. 2-3 //.
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Brahma grants a boon to all his devotees and allows them to accompany him to
heaven (Rm 7. 100. 21): “Then each one, casting off his or her human body,
mounted a flying chariot’ (manusam deham utsgjya vimanam so “‘dhyarohata).

In the Mahibhirara’s Forest-Book, Vyasa tells Yudhisthira the story of sage
Mudgala, who earned considerable merit due to his extremely frugal lifestyle as a
gleaner, and who is consequently visited by a messenger of the gods who wishes
to reward him by taking him to heaven on a beautiful vimina. Here, we get a
rather detailed description of this luxurious vimaina, flattering in equal measure
to the eye, the ear and the nose:

devadiiro vimanena mudgalam pratyupasthitah // 30 //

hamsasarasayuktena kirikinijalamalina /

kamagena vicitrena divyagandhavata tathi// 31 //

uvdca cainam viprarsim vimanam karmabhir jitam /

samuparoha samsiddhim priapto si paramam mune // MBh 3. 246. 30c-32 //

The Envoy of the Gods approached Mudgala on a celestial chariot, which was
harnessed with swans and cranes and sported a circlet of tiny bells; the chariot
could go where it wished and it was colorful and fragrant with divine
perfumes. He said to the brahmin seer, “Mount this chariot that you have
earned with your deeds, for you have attained to the ultimate course, hermit.”.
(van Buitenen 1975, 703).

The Envoy of the Gods then describes paradise at length to Mudgala. But upon
learning that the stay there is not eternal and that one falls back to earth after
partaking of heavenly bliss, the sage wisely decides to renounce paradise and to
strive instead for complete extinction (MBh 3. 247)".

By contrast, Arjuna, who, as Indra’s son, receives the extraordinary honour
of going up to heaven while he is still alive in order to pay a visit to his father, is
taken there on Indra’s chariot (ratha), driven by the charioteer Matali. As it
arrives, this awe-inspiring chariot is described in a manner which sharply differs
from the more peaceful vimana-descriptions and makes it clear that this chariot is
used for war®:

18. This is one of the rare instances where a vimana appears in a nivrrei-context (only to be
discarded), whereas the use of vimanas is otherwise closely connected to a pravyeei one — going to
heaven after one’s death.

19. Arjuna’s purpose in heaven is of course also war: for Arjuna is not (yet) going there to
enjoy the rewards of a meritorious life, but to obtain divine weapons, and while sojourning in
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ratho matalisamyukta Zjagima mahaprabhah // 2 //
nabho vitimiram kurvai jaladin parayann iva /

disah sampurayan nidair mahamegharavopamaih // 3 //
asayah saktayo bhimi gadis cograpradarsanih /
divyaprabhavih prasas ca vidyutas ca mahaprabhah // 4 //
tathaivisanayas tatra cakrayuked hudigudih /
vayusphotih sanirghari barhimeghanibhasvanah //5 //
tatra niga mahakaya jvalicisyih sudiarunah /
sitabhrakirapratimah samhatas ca yathopalih // 6 //

dasa vajisahasrini harinim vataramhasim /

vahanti yam netramusam divyam mayamayam ratham // MBh 3. 43. 2¢-7 //

[...] the resplendent chariot arrived, driven by Matali. Lifting darkness from
the sky and shredding the clouds, it filled all of space with a roar like the
thunder of the monsoon cloud. It held swords, terrible spears, clubs of ghastly
aspect, missiles of divine power, and lustrous lightning flashes, as well as
thunderbolts, wheeled battering rams, bellows that raised gales, loud like
peacock and thunder cloud; Giant Snakes it carried, with fiery mouths, most
terrifying, tall like white clouds and hard like mountains; ten thousand bay
horses, fast as the wind, drew this eye-fetching, divine, magic chariot. (van
Buitenen 1975, 307).

This terrifying car drawn by ten thousand bay steeds is certainly reminiscent of
the Vedic Indra’s flying chariot®, but the choice of this particular term and
vehicle used here to convey Arjuna to Indra’s paradise also indirectly confirms
that the use of vimanas is the sole prerogative of the immortals and the deceased
who have gained heavenly worlds, and that they are not meant for ordinary

mortals®.

heaven, his father Indra requests his help to fight the demons called Nivatakavacas, whom Arjuna
defeats riding on Indra’s same rarha.

20. Elsewhere, Indra is said to move about on a vimina, as for instance in MBh 1. 51. 9,
where he is helplessly drawn to King Janamejaya’s snake-sacrifice with Taksaka in his lap.

21. This supposition is corroborated by MBh 1. 57. 14, where Indra grants to a still living
king the exceptional boon to travel about on a celestial chariot:

tvam ekah sarvamartyesu vimanavaram asthitah /
carisyasy uparistho vai devo vigrahavin iva// MBh 1. 57. 14 //

Among all mortals you alone shall stand upon a grand and sky-going chariot, and
indeed, you will ride there above, like 2 God come to flesh! (van Buitenen 1973, 131).
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Elsewhere, however, the Mahibhirata emphasises the similitude between
rathas and vimanas, especially — but not exclusively — in the war-books, where
battle-chariots are frequently compared to vimdnas, and their owners to gods.
Thus, Karna, setting out for battle on his glorious razha, is compared to the god
Indra standing on his vimana:

hutisanabhah sa hutisanaprabhe

subhah subhe vai svarathe dhanurdharah /

sthito rarijidhirathir maharathah

svayam vimane surarid iva sthitah // MBh 7.2.37c //

Blazing like fire, he was surrounded by fire; in his gleaming chariot (ratha) he
gleamed, wielding his bow. Warrior of warriors, the son of Adhiratha stood
there and blazed, like the king of the gods in a car of the sky (vimaina). (Pilikian
2006, 53, modified)*.

In a more pessimistic mood, comparisons between warriors falling from their
mounts and heavenly beings falling from their vimanas illustrate that victory in
the war is no more permanent than a sojourn on a vimina, which lasts only as
long as the merit gained in the previous life subsists, and is inexorably followed
by a fall back into the pristine lowly earthly condition:

hayasyandananigebhyah petur viri dvisaddharih /
vimanebhyo yathi ksine punye svargasadas tathi// MBh 8.8.7 //

Struck by their enemies, the heroes fell from their horses, chariots and
elephants, like the inhabitants of heaven fall from their viminas once their
merit is exhausted. (My transl.)*.

As we can see from this example and from other similar ones, the denizens of
heaven are said to fall directly from their vimanas once their merit is exhausted,
and not from heaven. It appears as if the vimdinas served them not just as

conveyances, but as permanent abodes during their heavenly sojourn.

22. See also MBh 9. 13. 9.
23. Similarly, in MBh 9. 22. 86.
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4. Vimana as Heaven

In some examples of heavenly vimainas adduced above, we have already noticed
certain indices that make us suspect that these flying vimanas are sometimes more
than mere conveyances, but seem to serve as permanent places of sojourn in
heaven. There are other clearer instances of this trend - especially in the
Mahabharara but also, to a lesser extent, in the Ramayana — where the meaning
of the term vimana seems to overlap with that of svarga or diva (‘paradise’). Thus,
by semantic shift, this term comes to designate no longer merely the vehicle
which takes the deceased to paradise, but the heavenly abode itself*. For
instance, just before Rama slays the rzksasa Khara, he tells him:

adya tvam nihatam banaih pasyantu paramarsayah /
nirayastham vimanastha ye tvayd himsitah puri// Rm 3.28.13 //

The supreme seers you killed in the past shall now look down upon you, they
in their aerial chariots and you, slain by my arrows, in hell. (Pollock—Goldman
1991, 146).

Here vimanastha (‘standing/residing on a vimina’) is juxtaposed to nirayastha
(‘standing/residing in hell’), as if vimanas were the ultimate destination of well-
doers, as opposed to hell, which is of course the final abode of evil-doers. In MBh
5.100. 15 we find a description of the Rasatala, the other-worldly abode of the
holy cow Surabhi, which is said to be an even more pleasant place to live in than
the world of Snakes, or paradise, or the vimana trivistapa — Indra’s heaven:

na nagaloke na svarge na vimane trivistape /

parivisah sukhas tidrg rasitalatale yatha // MBh 5. 100. 15 //

Neither in the world of the Snakes

Nor heaven or Indra’s paradise (vimane trivistape)

Is the living as easy as in

The World of Rasitala! (van Buitenen 1978, 391, modified).

The phrase vimane trivistape stands for the more usual erivistapa- (or
tripistapa-)diva. We see that here vimanais used as a perfect synonym for diva, or

24. We may note that this meaning of vimaina as ‘heaven’ or at least ‘type of heaven’ is not
listed in the dictionaries.
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paradise. Similarly, in the following passage which lists the merits gained by
pilgrimages, the expression gavam vimane appears to be synonymous with gavim
loke, ‘in the world of cows™:

ye jiryante brahmacaryena vipra

brahmim vicam pariraksant caiva/

manasvinas tirtha 1yatraparayanas

te tatra modanti gavam vimane // MBh 13. 105. 44 //

Those brahmins who grow old practising restraint and ever cultivate the sacred
word, who are wise and perform pilgrimages, they enjoy themselves there, in
the world of cows. (My transl.).

In its soteriological passages, most particularly in the Anus’ésanaparvatfs, the
Mahabhirata lists several means by which one can earn merit and consequently
gain heavenly vimanas. Pilgrimages are one of them, and descriptions of tirtha-
yatras (‘tours of holy fords’) enumerate the various sacred spots where one should
perform ablutions in order to obtain vimanas — either as conveyances to reach
heaven, but sometimes also as permanent places of residence in heaven. The
equivalence between tirtha-yatras and sacrifices — traditionally regarded as the
means par excellence to gain heaven — shows how the great epic is here trying to
establish various parallel, yet equally effective, ways of gaining punya in an age
where the performance of sacrifices was no longer acceptable in certain milieus.
In all the following examples, we see that the text does not mention the world
obtained by the virtuous person, but only the vimana — as if the latter had come
to represent heaven itself:

daksinam sindhum 4sidya brahmacari jitendriyah /
agnisromam avipnoti vimanam cidhirohati// MBh 3. 80. 72 //

Carrying on to the Southern River, while remaining chaste and the master of
one’s senses, one obtains [the equivalence] of an agnistoma and ascends a
celestial chariot. (van Buitenen, 1975, 375, modified)*.

25. As Sutton remarks (2000, 87): «The subject of gaining admission into heaven is discussed
most exhaustively in the Anusdsana and is a major theme of the teachings presented therein.
Different sections of the Anusisana give different pious acts that bring rewards in the afterlife

[-..]».
26. Similarly, in MBh 3. 82. 139; 3. 82. 143; 3. 83. 29.
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The gift of cows is another means by which a vimaina can be obtained in the
afterlife, as in the following passage which enumerates the virtues of cows and
explains how they should be honoured:

gopradinarato yati bhiteva jaladasamcayin /
vimanendrkavarpena divi rijan virgjati// MBh 13.78.24 //

He who delights in giving away cows goes, splitting the multitudes of rain
clouds and shining in the sky, on a dazzling, gold-coloured vimaina. (My
transl.).

Good deeds in general (punya-karman) can lead to the same result:

vimanesu vicitresu ramaniyesu bharata/
modante punyakarmaino viharanto yasasvinah // MBh 13. 80. 28 //

O Bhirata, those who performed good deeds enjoy themselves on charming
many-coloured vimanas, sporting about full of glory. (My transl.).

Fasting (upavisa) is one more way of obtaining a favourable destiny after death.
This topic is developed at length in MBh 13. 109-110”. These two chapters are
particularly interesting, because at first glance they seem to display obvious unity
and similarity in intent and content — explaining various fasts by means of which
one can obtain different heavens after death —, but upon closer inspection they
reveal some subtle differences. That these two sazgas are not unitary seems also
confirmed by the fact that, at the beginning of 13. 110, Yudhisthira again asks
Bhisma to describe fasts, saying that «the grandfather has just explained
sacrifices, but please explain now how a poor man, unable to perform sacrifices,
can reach heaven, as if Bhisma had not just expounded on fasting at length in
13.109.

At the beginning of MBh 13. 109, Yudhisthira asks Bhisma to explain the
ways of fasting. Bhisma complies with his wish and enumerates various types of
fasts which always conclude with the final journey to heaven, mounted on a
vimana, of the person who has performed the fast. In chapter 13. 109, these
vimanas are mere vehicles or conveyances, which, for the sake of variation, are
said to be drawn by different species of beasts, and whose use seems restricted to

27. Due to these two sargas, the Anusisanaparvan is the book which contains the greatest
number of occurrences of viminain the MBh.
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the journey from earth to heaven. Thus, we repeatedly find the phrase: ‘he goes
by means of a vimaina and then enjoys himself in heaven’ (vimanena sa gacchati
[...] divi modate) (eg. 13. 109. 45; 49; 52), with a clear distinction between
heaven itself and vimana as the means to reach it. As in the case of pilgrimages,
the merits of fasting are always weighed against the merits of sacrifices, which,
“by default” so to say, appear as the method par excellence whereby one can earn
merit and consequently heaven.

In MBh 13. 110, fasting is presented specifically as an alternative means by
which the poor (daridra), who cannot afford to offer costly sacrifices, can reach
heaven (13. 110. 2-4). Bhisma enumerates various fasts, starting with fasts in
which one eats twice a day (morning and evening) and going on up to eating only
once a month. This practice is rewarded by increasingly long sojourns in various
heavenly worlds (/oka). What is especially interesting for our purpose in this long
enumeration (sazga 13. 110 contains no less than 137 verses) is that it always
contains a reference to the vimana which is attributed to the person who goes to
heaven. Whereas in MBh 13. 109 the viminas appear as mere means of
transportation (with emphasis on the various animals used to draw them), in
MBh 13. 110, they increasingly seem to be described as the permanent palatial
flying residences attributed to individual meritorious persons within the various
heavens of gods. These vimanas are drawn by a great variety of animals, but are
also sometimes said to be fashioned in the form of animals, especially Aamsas (see
eg. MBh 13. 110. 12; 21: viminam hamsalaksanam), as if the actual draught
animal had become a mere decorative item®. These vimanas are furthermore said
to look like towns (nagarikire, MBh 13. 110. 126), a shape and size which is
certainly more suitable to a permanent residence than to a mere chariot. They are
filled with beautiful women who provide for sensual pleasures®, and with great
numbers of apsarases and gandharvas who take care of the musical
entertainment. Instead of the phrase ‘he goes on a viminz, we now find
expressions like ‘a man obtains a vimina (viminam labhare narah: MBh
13.110.17; 37; 82), ‘he climbs on a vimana' (vimanam adhirohati: MBh 13. 110.
34; 67), ‘he will gain a vimina (viminam sidhayer. MBh 13. 110. 43; 56), ‘he is
established on a choice vimana' (vimanavaram asthicah: MBh 13. 110. 89; 92; 95;
109), ‘he lives on a vimina (vimine [..] vasati MBh 13. 110. 126-127).
Sometimes, a vimana is said to be established (pratisthira) in a particular heavenly

28. Admittedly, the expression Aamsalaksana is rather vague: ‘having the mark of a swan’ or
‘characterised by swans’ might also mean that they are drawn by them.
29. Not surprisingly, the people who enjoy these heavens are apparently all men!
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world, for instance in the world of Brahma: viminam [..] brahmaloke
pratisthitam (MBh 13. 110. 52-54). Once, even gods like Siva and Brahma are

said to live in vimanas:

abhigacchen mahidevam vimanastham mahabalam /
svayambhuvam ca pasyeta vimanam samupasthitam // MBh 13.110. 47 //

He will go to Mahadeva of great puissance, who resides on a vimana, and he
will see Svayambha sojourning on a vimana. (My transl.).

We may note that in this long enumeration, the vimanas obtained after death by
the adepts of fasts are frequently given more prominence than the worlds they
reach, which are even completely omitted on a few occasions. By contrast, the
vimanas are often lavishly described. This is the case for the person who eats only
once a fortnight. We may quote this passage at length as an example. Here, there
is no mention of a heavenly world, but only of the vimana obtained as a reward,
which clearly appears to be the ultimate abode itself:

yas tu pakse gate bhurikre ekabhakcam jitendriyah /

sada dvidasa masams tu juhvino jitavedasam /
rajastyasahasrasya phalam pripnoty anurtamam// 64 //
yanam arohate nityam hamsabarhinasevitam /
manimandalakais citram jitarapasamavrtam // 65 //
divyabharanasobhabhir varastribhir alamkrtam /
ekastambham caturdviram saptabhaumam sumarigalam /
vaijjayantisahasrais ca Sobhitam gitanisvanaih // 66 //
divyam divyagunoperam vimanam adhirohati /
manimuktipravilais ca bhisitam vaidyutaprabham /
vased yugasahasram ca khadgakugjaravihanah // MBh 13. 110. 64-67 //

He who eats only one meal at the end of every fortnight, keeping his senses
under control and constantly sacrificing to the fire for twelve months, obtains
an unsurpassable reward [equivalent to] a thousand rZjasiya sacrifices. He
always rides a vehicle (y4na)® attended by swans and peacocks, set with heaps
of precious stones, and plated with gold. He mounts a divine vimana endowed
with celestial qualities and graced with splendid women glittering with divine
ornaments. This (vimana) is highly auspicious, with one pillar, four gates and
seven storeys, embellished by thousands of banners and by the sounds of

30. We may assume that ynais used here as a synonym of vimaina.
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songs. It is decorated with gems, pearls and coral and shines like lightning. He
will live [on this vimana] for a thousand yugas, drawn by elephants and
rhinoceroses.” (My transl.).

We thus see that there is a gradual shift between sazgas 13. 109 and 13. 110, from
vimana used as a chariot-like flying conveyance to go from earth to heaven, to
vimana becoming the palatial or even town-like permanent residence of heaven-
dwellers. The vimanas come to resemble individual capsule-like heavens floating
in the sky within the perimeter of the heavenly worlds of the gods, somewhat like
smaller intergalactic vessels surrounding a mother-spaceship - if we may be
allowed this comparison borrowed from the realm of science-fiction.

As we see, this passage from the Anusisanaparvan insists on the luxury of
the viminas obtained in the next world and describes them with a wealth of
detail and an enumeration of costly and luxurious materials which evoke an
irresistible picture of paradisiacal wealth and beauty. Such descriptions were
probably meant to dazzle and attract the poor — whom we must imagine as living
in squalor forming a radical contrast to the fabulous worlds described here — and
encourage them to behave meritoriously in the manner prescribed by the text in
order to reach a more pleasant state of being in the afterlife. Thus, these
descriptions of heavenly vimanas are essentially used in a pravreei world-view™,
which sets forth paradise — and not liberation — as the ultimate goal.

In all these points, the term vimana as it is used in MBh 13. 110 cannot fail
to remind us of vimanas as they are described in the Vimanavarthu, or “The
Stories about Vimanas’, a Pili Buddhist Canonical text belonging to the
Khuddakanikiya of the Surtapiraka. The Vimanavarthu is composed in verse and
contains 83 edifying stories showing how a simple meritorious deed can be
rewarded by heavenly pleasures on vimainas, described as mobile mini-paradises,
comprising palaces, gardens, ponds, etc. In her introduction to the first English
translation of this text, the editor, Mrs Rhys Davids (1942, vi) remarks that: «
“Vimana” is hard to render well. It is a Sanskrit, not a Pali word». The word may
be Sanskrit, but the concept of vimaina as a mini-heaven such as it appears in the
Pali Vimanavarchu may in turn have influenced the Anusisana’s representation
of the same. But this topic deserves further investigation, especially into the
relative dates of the two texts.

31. We remember Mudgala’s decided rejection of the same in a passage extolling the nivyeei
world-view.
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S. Conclusions

Drawing from the observations we have made so far, we can posit the following
hypothesis as to the development of the concept of vimanain the epics:
— vimdna first designates a palace, a building of some size and luxury, which has
to be built according to precise measurements (the first signification of the term
vimana).
— From the very time when palaces started to be built, people must have started
to imagine that the gods too inhabit similar buildings in paradise®, only on an
even grander and more magnificent scale, looking like flying towns built of
palaces. Perhaps the sight of cities built on elevations and seeming to float in the
sky may have helped to give rise to the notion of celestial vimanas in heaven.
— Since the gods’ palaces were of course up in the air, and therefore not rooted to
the ground, it must have followed that they could move about and need not be
fixed to a given point in the atmosphere.
- To allow them to travel in the sky or to come down to earth, the viminas were
imagined to be drawn through the air by various beasts — in this, resembling the
Vedic gods’ rathas, only looking more like mobile palaces or towns, not like
chariots.
— Since not only the gods, but also newly deceased meritorious people were
imagined as using vimanas to go up to their final abode, the name of the
conveyance used to reach paradise gradually came to designate, by semantic shift,
paradise itself, or at least one particular type of individual mini-heaven,
sometimes located within the sphere of a given divine world.

Heaven is in the image of a well-measured palace.

32. We have seen that it is not really possible to assign an earlier date to either the meaning of
‘palace’ or ‘flying structure’ in the epics.
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Abstract

This paper aims to explore the Vedic mahdvrata rite, or the rite of the so-called ‘Great
observance’, as an important turning point in the definition of the late Vedic cosmic
taxonomy related to the conception of cosmic sovereignty. According to the scholarly
literature, the mahavratarite is an annual festival, marking the winter solstice, which takes
place on the last but one day of the gavimayanaritual, or ‘March of the Cows’. It belongs
to the sareratypology, a ‘sacrificial session’, which may reflect a pre-srauraritual reality, and
a sort of clan sodality, according to which all the participants play reciprocally equivalent
roles. Moreover, the same rite would represent a means through which a new paradigm of
sovereignty was represented: in actual fact a sort of “dynastic chiefdom” was established,
that is a large confederation, namely the Kuru realm, whose power was more stable and
centralised than previous clan-based societies, with increasing social stratification and
specialisation. Furthermore, as a solstice rite, it is combined with a solar mythology,
especially with the Vala-myth, which could be well applied to a new cosmic and
transcendent ideology of sovereignty. Therefore, the mahavrata day represents a perfect
“liminal” experience: it marks the passage from darkness to light, from death to life. It is
not only expression of a mere popular seasonal festival, guarantee of prosperity and wealth,
but also contributes to defining a ‘power’ taxonomy, inasmuch as the liminal condition of
the vritya initiation is turned into a sort of paradoxical permanent liminality, by which
cosmic sovereignty is established.

Keywords: mahavratarite, Kuru sovereignty, vrdtya initiation, solar imagery.
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1. Introduction: Conquering the Sun and Sovereignty

The motif of conquering the sun or sunlight (svir / siivar [PIE *s(é)h.wi]') is
widespread in the Old Vedic culture. It is frequently expressed by means of a
phraseology based on syntagms such as svir Vsar, ‘to win the sun’, with its
derivative svar-s‘sun-winning, the winner of the sun’, and svarVj, ‘to conquer the
sun’, particularly used in its nominal equivalent, the compound svar-it ‘the
conqueror of the sun’. Such expressions refer to a common imagery concerning
heavenly light, (eg. Roesler 1997). Moreover, myths centred on the sun are
essential in Rigvedic poetry, likely as heritage of Indo-European traditions (West
2007, 194ft.). In actual fact, as attested in the Rigvedic and Atharvavedic
collections, brightness, especially sunlight, is conceived of in the Vedic culture as
corresponding to well-being and cosmic prosperity. It guarantees long life and
wealth, whereas darkness conveys paucity and death ’. Therefore, such a
correspondence between dichotomies such as sunlight vs. darkness, life vs. death,
wealth vs. paucity frequently overlaps with the antagonistic warrior context?:
coping with Otherness, overcoming enemies / demons and conquering wealth,
especially cattle, means finding and conquering brightness, as in RV 2. 23. 3:

4 vibidhya pariripas timamsi ca jydtismantam rdtham rtdsya tisthasi/
brhaspate bhimdm amitradimbhanam raksohdnam gotrabhidam suvarvidam

//RV 2.23.3//

Having pressed away evasive chatter and darkness, you mount truth’s light-
bearing chariot, which terrifies, which vanquishes enemies, o Brhaspati, and
which smashes demons, splits cowpens, and finds the sun®. (Jamison-Brereton
2014, 433).

1. As for a detailed etymological analysis, see Pinault 2017.

2. Although svar-si and svar-jit are both already attested in the Rigvedic collection (Scarlata
1999: 585; 161-162), the former is prevalent in the Rigvedic hymns, whereas the latter is mainly
mentioned in the Atharvavedic collection.

3. Cf. eg RV 6. 47. 8ab: urtim no lokdm dnu nesi vidvin / sivarvaj jyotir dbhayam suasti’/
‘[Indra], lead us along to a wide world, as the one who knows — to sun-filled light, to fearlessness, to
well-being’. (Jamison-Brereton 2014, 836).

4. In particular, the appearance of the Dawns is conceived of in cosmogonic terms, as «the
victory of Light over Darkness, of Life over Death», according to Kuiper (1983, 159ft., namely 161),
just in relation to the Vala-myth.

S. The compound suvarvid, ‘the finder of the sun’ is commonly mentioned in the Rigvedic
collection (cf. Scarlata 1999, 585), in relation to manifold deities such as Agni, Indra, Brhaspati, Soma, etc.
However, it fully complies with the Vala-myth in which the sun is found and “brought to light”.
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The above lines refer in particular to the Vala-myth which is a sort of duplicate of
the Vrtra-myth, that is the release of the sun / Dawns, equivalent to the cows /
waters, by disclosing the cave of the demon Vala and smashing it on behalf of
Indra / Brhaspati®. In actual fact, the very phraseology meaning ‘conquering the
sun / sunlight’ correlates Indra / Brhaspati to the Vala-myth itself (e.g: RV 2. 18.
1;3.34. 4~ AVS20. 11. 4; RV 1.100. 13; 10. 47. 5 ~ MS 4. 14. 8) or alludes to the
stealing of the sun wheel on Indra’s behalf”. Finally, the motif of conquering the
sun is highlighted by the explicit Rigvedic bahuvrihicompound svirmilha, literally
meaning ‘one whose prize is the sun’, that is the definition of ‘contest’ as such,
which is mostly correlated to Indra (RV 1. 56. 55 1. 63. 6; 1. 130. 8; 4. 16. 15; 8. 68.
5), and his companions, the Maruts (RV 1. 169. 2), who are the winners of contests
parexcellencé®. Thus, the following chain of equivalences is suggested: light = sun
~ cattle = conquering the sun ~ release of cattle = prosperity. The same motif is
renovated in the ritual context: warrior deeds are already ritually re-evoked and re-
founded through the somic liturgy in the Rigvedic somic book, for example, in
RV 9.97. 39:

sd vardhiti virdhanah puydmanah somo midhvim’abhi no jydtisavit/
yénd nah pirve pitdrah padajiih suvarvido abhi gd ddrim uspdn //
RV 9.97.39//

The strengthening strengthener, being purified, Soma the rewarder, helped us
with his light, with which our forefathers, knowing the track, finding the sun,
burned the cows out of the rock. (Jamison-Brereton 2014, 1342).

However, it is in the later Rigvedic textual layer and in the Atharvavedic collection
that the motif of conquering the sun/sunlight is explicitly associated with
sovereignty: e,g. RV 10.120. 8 ~ AVS S.2.8 ~ AVP 6. 1.8

6. In the earlier Rigvedic textual layer Brhaspati is an epithet of Indra: see Schmidt 1968,
especially 237-240.

7. Thus in RV 1.130. 9; 1. 175. 4; 4. 30. 4; 5. 29. 5, 9-10; 5. 31. 11; 1. 121. 13; here a chariot
race between Indra and Sun / Dawn is hinted at, alluding to the stealing of the sun wheel on behalf
of Indra.

8. The Rigvedic mifha ~ Ved. midhi ‘booty, prize, reward’, OAv. mizZda ‘wage, reward’, Gk.
woBég ‘wage’ < PIE *misd®h:d ‘reward, providing remuneration’, is probably a derivative of PIE
*Vmey ‘to exchange’ (Mayrhofer 1996, 357-358; 314-315); also, the derivative midhvims ‘rewarder,
generous’, is employed as epithet of Indra in RV 2. 24. 1, with reference to the same Vala-myth.
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imd brihma brhiddivo vivakti indriya susdm agriyih suarsih /
mahd gotrdsya ksayati svarijo diiras ca visva avrnod dpa svih //
RV 10.120.8//

Brhaddiva speaks these sacred formulations fortissimo to Indra: “the first to
win the sun, he has dominion over the great cowpen of the sovereign king, and
he opened up all the doors that are his own”. (Jamison-Brereton 2014, 1592).

Brhaddiva, lit. ‘one whose heaven is lofty’ / ‘one who has lofty heaven’, is
equivalent to Brhaspati as the priestly counterpart of Indra (Griftiths 2009, 15£t.),
and the references to the cowpen (gorr4) and the opening of ‘doors’ (diiras ca visva
Vr) allude to the Vala-myth (Schmidt 1968, 208); henceforth, the term svardj
‘sovereign king’ (lit. ‘self-ruler’) refers to Indra / Brhaddiva’. Moreover, in AVP 5.
2.8 =TS 2. 3. 14. 6", Brhaspati acts upon the cosmos, along the cosmic vertical
axis, from the bottom (budhnid / budhnyid) to the top: he has conquered the
sunlight (sifvarVji) in st. 4 (=~ AVS 4. 1. 4cd; 4. 1. Sab; TS 2. 3. 14. 6; RVKh 3. 22.
3) and he is designated as overlord (samrd)).

budhnid yo dgram abhydrty &jasi brhaspdrim 4 vivisanti devih /
bhindd valdm vi piiro dardariti kinikradar gah stvar apd jigaya //
AVDPS5.2.4//

The gods try to win Brhaspati, who powerfully rises from the bottom to the
top; he broke Vala, he smashes the fortresses, roaring he has won the cows, the
sunlight and the waters. (Lubotsky 2002, 17, slightly modified).

It is evident that conquering the sun ratifies the supremacy of the winner, so that
it is the foremost token of overlordship. And the close relationship between
kingship and cosmic solar attributes will be definitively formalised in the later
dharmic literature, where the sovereign is compared to the sun (e.g. MDS 7.6)™.

However, the association of sunlight with the emergence of sovereignty is parallel
to the development of the Brahmanical priestly function and the correlated

9. The interpretation of these verses is controversial: Geldner (1951, III. 347) claims that svardj
is an epithet of the demon Vala. Cf. also the translation and related discussion in Griffiths 2009,
15ff.: «Brhaddiva speaks these poems as a fortifying [laud] for Indra, the first to win the light. He
(Brhaddiva) rules over the self-ruler [Indra]’s great cow-pen, and all his own doors he has opened>.

10. Cf. Lubotsky 2002, 13-17. TS 2. 3. 14. 6 closes with the reading: stivar apd jigaya ‘he has
won the sunlight, the waters’.

11. Cf. e,g Gonda 1969, 25-26.

84



CONQUERING THE SUN: SOVEREIGNTY AND LIMINALITY IN THE VEDIC MAHAIRATA RITE

ritualism, since it becomes a means of legitimation of rulership. For example, the
very ritual of the royal consecration (rdjasiya)'” was likely instituted by the Kuru
hegemony (1200-900 BCE), that is, at the time when, according to Witzel (1995),
a dynastic tribal confederation, led by the Kuru clan, emerged. By means of this
rite the sovereign was recognised as such, insofar as he was provided with a solar
body (Proferes 2007, 81£t.) and solar attributes ( vdrcas ‘splendor’). According to
this correspondence between sovereignty and “solar-ship”, the king was equivalent
to the rising sun. He was called Rohita (e,g. in AVS 13. 2 = AVP 18. 20), literally
‘the ruddy one’, but also ‘one who is caused to raise upwards’ (< VruA) and rose up
like the rising sun, ‘mounting the heavenly directions’ (digvyasthapana) and
offering oblations to the heavenly quarters®, thus mapping space and measuring
time. In this way a paradigm of supra-tribal or “transcendent” sovereignty was
established, which had to overcome the clan divisions, thus representing a sort of
a social “ecumenisation”". In particular, the priestly function was reconfigured:
whereas in pre-Kuru Vedic culture, priestly and royal functions were embodied by
proto-Vedic chieftainship®, the Kuru hegemony separated them. In actual fact,
while on the one hand, the institution of a separated priestly category, such as the
brihmana one, contributed to the development of the ritual as a support for the
new ideal of sovereignty, on the other, a new social organisation was introduced,
which saw the sacerdotal class come to increase its prestige, thus preluding the
hierarchically stratified caste system. Nonetheless, in claiming the cosmic primacy
of the kingship (r#janya), the rijasiya rite itself is an example of a liminal
condition': firstly, shining up to the cosmic limits, thus removing darkness and
fostering prosperous existence is a role played at the edge of non-being, on the
threshold of the dangerous lightlessness that recalls the same warrior tension which
in the proto-Vedic myth leads Indra to find and conquer the sun, fighting against
the Vala demon. Secondly, this ascent to heaven, spreading through intermediate
space like the rising sun, implies a transitional reality from which a new identity
stems, that is the royal one. For example, in RV 10. 139. 2 Sarya himself, defined
as the eye of mankind, is pictured as a cosmic entity emerging in-between the
spatio-temporal polarity (piirvam dparam ca):

12. Cf. Proferes 2007, 78-91; Tsuchiyama 2005; Heesterman 1957.

13. Cf. Heesterman 1957, 103ff.; 196ft.

14. As regards the definition of “ecumenisation”, also in relation to the development of the
Srautaritualism, inasmuch as it outdid the clan divisions, see Proferes 2007, 12.

15. Cf. Brereton 2004.

16. Cf. Turner 1969, namely as for the rite of status elevation, p. 170ff.
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nredksa esd divo madhya asta dpaprivin rédasi antiriksam /
sd visvicir abhi casre ghreicir antard pirvam dparam ca kerim //
RV 10.139.2.//

With his eye on men, he sits in the middle of heaven, having filled both world-
halves and the space between. He watches over [his mares? the ladles?] facing
toward ghee, facing in all directions (visvdzic), between the earlier and the later
beacon. (Jamison—Brereton 2014, 1625, slightly modified).

The ritualisation of such liminal status by means of the rdjasiiya contributes to
institutionalising the dominant and supra-tribal role of sovereign, that is to say that
the state of liminality becomes permanent': the royal consecration turns the
proto-Vedic double chieftainship, based on the alternating phases of settlement
(kséma) and mobilisation (ydga) and belonging to a semi-nomadic tribal society™®
into royal uniqueness, which is definitively “outsiderhood”, that is over and
beyond the fluctuant clan-lordship; in other words, it is a cosmic overlordship.
Such a conception of sovereignty is mirrored in the Vedic textual reperroirewhich
is directly associated to the Kuru hegemony, that is the first and the tenth Rigvedic
books and the Atharvavedic collection whose compilation is indeed attributed to
the Kuru period". For example, in AVS 13. 2. 2-3 = AVP 18. 20. 6-7 the sun-
Aditya / king, lit. ‘one who shines like a sun’ (svardyar) is praised as a cosmic
cowherd (bhiivanasya gopd ‘cowherd / protector of the living beings’), cka
‘unique’, who maps space and measures time:

disim prajaiinam [AVP prajainam) svardyantam arcisi supaksim asim
patdyantam arnavé/

stdvama stiryam bhivanasya gopam yd rasmibhir disa abhati sirvih// 2. //
ydt prin pratydn svadhdya yisi sibham ninarape dhani kdrsi maydya/

tdd aditya mahi tir te mahi srivo ydd éko visvam pdri bhiima jiyase// 3 //
AVS13.2.2:3//

[Him] shining with the brightness, the foreknowing of quarters, well-winged,
flying swift in the ocean — we would praise the sun, the shepherd of existence,
who with his rays shines unto all the quarters.

In that you go swiftly in front, behind, at will, [and] make by magic the two
days of diverse form — that, o Aditya, [is] great, that [is] your great fame, that

17. Thomassen 2015, 54-55.
18. Schmidt 1992; cf. also fn. 31.
19. Witzel 1997, 262-264; 278.
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you alone are born about the whole world. (Whitney 1905, II. 719-720, slightly
modified).

Significantly, in st. 30 of the same hymn, the well-known motif of conquering the
sun is mentioned by means of the compound svarjit, ‘conqueror of the sun’. In
this case (AVS 13. 2. 30 ~ AVP 18. 23. 7) the king / sun metamorphosis is fully
realized, inasmuch as the very term pdtariga, ‘the flying one’ occurs in RV 10. 177
as the embodiment of the sun:

rocase divi rocase antdrikse pdtariga prehivydm rocase rocase apsv d1ntdh /
ubhi samudrdu ricyi vy dpd itha devd devisi mahisih svarjit//
AVS13.2.30//

“You shine in the sky, you shine in the atmosphere, O flying one; on the earth
you shine, you shine within the waters; both oceans you have penetrated with
your sheen; O god, you are the god, the sun-conquering buffalo’. (Whitney
1905, II. 724, slightly modified).

As regards these dynamics that concern the relationship between liminality,
sovereignty and ritualism, it is worth recalling that in the mahavrata, another
peculiar Brahmanical rite, the mythical motif of conquering the sun is ritualised in
the form of an agonistic scene, which sees two participants struggle to conquer an
animal’s hide, explicitly defined as the mesocosmic counterpart of the
macrocosmic sun.

The frozen state of liminality in which the new sovereignty is unfolded comes
about right here, between the mythical deed as evoked in the Rigvedic and
Atharvavedic stanzas and its ritualisation in the mahdvratarite.

2. Liminality and the Vedic Mahiavrata Rite

The mahavrata rite or ‘Great Observance’ is an annual festival that marks the
winter solstice and takes place on the last but one day of the gavimayanaritual, lit.
‘March of the Cows’. Given its ambiguous positions in Brahmanical ritualism, it
appears to embody liminality as such. In actual fact, although it implies the
classical somic liturgy like the agnistoma sacrifice, it belongs to the sarrra
typology*’, which means that all the officiants are simultaneously sacrificers, that

20. As for the classical sarrraritual or ‘sacrificial session’, cf. Falk 1985.
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is to say that the traditional ritualistic roles are not observed: this is not completely
in line with the Brahmanical orthopraxy?. Moreover, it is also characterised by
non-standard ritual elements that confer a «bacchanal atmosphere» upon it*,
such as musical instruments, dancing and singing women, explicit sexual
references, with obscene dialogues and intercourse. The mahdvrarais a calendrical
rite and as a ceremony that marks the passage from the old to the new year, it is
definitely the critical liminal point, in which sunlight, life and prosperity must be
renewed and re-founded by means of peculiar performances™. In actual fact, these
non-classical elements have been interpreted as remnants of a seasonal festival of
prosperity, an expression of that popular culture that may have also had some non-
Aryan components: mingled with the Aryan culture, they were subordinated to
Brahmanical elitism®. However, given the peculiar agonistic scenes (verbal and
physical contests, chariot-races), which also include the struggle to conquer the
animal’s hide equated with the sun, it has also been hypothesised that the
mahavrata may preserve remnants of a form of pre-classical rite, prior to the
development of the srautareform, especially in relation to the antagonistic warrior
milfeu. For example, according to Heesterman, the mahavratarite corroborates the
thesis that primordial warrior violence was the archetype of sacrificial violence
itself, which was gradually converted to a metaphorical level, by means of the
mediation of the priestly category™.

Furthermore, references to the so-called vrizya culture have been
highlighted *: the mahavrata rite might have originated in the same warrior
brotherhood / Minnerbund of Indo-European matrix of which the vritya culture
is an expression”’. Nonetheless, the vratya culture itself is considered on the edge
of Brahmanical orthodoxy, that is a token of the liminal condition as such. This
would also mean that the mahdvrata, as a result of the Brahmanical process of
ritualisation, is paradoxically an example of permanent liminality, that is

21. As regards the relationship between sartra context and srauraritual, cf. Candotti-Pontillo
2015; Amano 2016.

22. As Jamison (1996, 96-98) states; as regards this rite, cf. Keith 1908; 1909; Rolland 1973;
Witzel 2005; also, the remarkable overview by Selva 2019, 398-399.

23. Cf. Turner 1969, 168ft.,; Kuiper 1960, 221-222. As for the relationship with Carnival
Festivals, cf. also Selva 2019, 330-331.

24. For example: Keith 1908; Rolland 1973.

25. Cf. Heesterman 1985, 75ff; in particular, in 1993, 55: «the actual sacrifice has been taken
out of its context and remodelled according to the standard sraura codes.

26. Cf. Hauer 1927, 246-267; Horsch 1966, 325-327.

27. Falk 1986, 31; 44; Kershaw 1997, 338ff.
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institutionalised liminality. Lastly, it is worth recalling that this rite is correlated to
the Kuru hegemony: in the Kuntdpa section (AVS 20. 127-136 ~ RVKh 5. 8-22)
which probably refers to the mahivrata rite, the Kuru King Pariksit and his
kingdom are praised and celebrated™.

This would mean that, on the one hand, the Kuru sovereignty as “solar-ship”
is a prerogative of the warrior heritage and, on the other, that such warrior heritage
may coincide with the vrdrya heritage, represented by the pre-Kuru young warrior
brotherhood. In actual fact, the liminal character is emphasised especially in the
agonistic scenes: the pre-determined limits are repeatedly challenged in the
juxtaposition of figures playing antithetical roles and pronouncing antonymous
expressions, and the borders between life and death become fluctuant. Reality here
is unstable and uncertain, suspended between the binary oppositions, represented
by the rivals, on the edge of chaos™; boundaries must be recursively redefined and
a new cosmos re-founded thanks to the victory of one of them, who is to be the
supreme lord as such. Therefore, the dynamics of rivalry, power and kingship are
linked to the liminal condition, or better, the acknowledgement of lordship
progresses through liminal dynamics.

3. Conquering the Sun as a Passage Rite

As is well-known, the notion of liminality is especially correlated to the rites of
passages, on which the famous work of Arnold van Gennep, Rites de passage
(1909), was focused. Such rites mark the passage from one social role to another
and represent the ongoing process of transition, that is the threshold condition
between the separation from regular life within a community, and the
reincorporation into the community itself, but with a new official publicly
recognised role. These two crucial moments are tackled by means of specific rites
equated to the contest with death and attainment of rebirth through initiation
trials. Liminality is the spatio-temporal translation between these two antithetical
points. In the Brahmanical society and henceforth in the dharmic orthodoxy, these
characteristics belong to the samskararites, which mark the stages of life (2srama),
especially the brahmacarya, or ‘studentship’ which is introduced and closed by two
specific passage rites (upanayana and samavartana). However, in the proto-Vedic
clan-based society the classical Zsramas have yet to be outlined, and studentship in

28. Cf. Witzel 1995, 7-8.
29. Turner 1969, 38ff.
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particular does not coincide with the scholarly learning of the Vedas, since the
Brahmanical schools, committed to the preservation and the transmission of the
texts did not exist yet: it is likely that in the earlier cultural phase, what becomes
the later brahmacaryawas equivalent to the stage of formation of future chieftains,
those who held the double function of ‘warrior-lord’ and ‘priest-lord™®. Moreover,
the semi-nomadic tribal existence of the clan-based society was guaranteed by
alternating phases of settlement (&s¢ma) and mobilisation (ydga), which were
managed by a double chieftainship, personified by mythical prototypes such as
Varuna (samrij ‘sovereign king’) and Indra (svard/ ‘independent king’)*': the
former should represent the paradigm of lordship that preserves wealth, livestock
and men in the settlements, while the latter should refer to the paradigm of
lordship committed to collecting cattle and managing their seasonal movement
and the correlated warrior operations. As far as a possible reconstruction of such a
proto-Vedic cultural stage is concerned, it is assumable that the very vritya culture
as an example of Indo-European warrior brotherhood / Minnerbund implied a
form of initiation for the warrior-novices”, so that it might be an expression of
‘studentship’ or initiation practices aimed at training young male members of the
clan for lordship, especially for the Indraic form of lordship™. In particular, such
an initiation period lasted a year: during the rainy season, starting with the summer
solstice, ascetic life was practiced in the wilderness, under the guide of Rudra,
whereas the war season, starting with the winter solstice and spent carrying out
cattle raids, was led by Indra, who embodied warrior adulthood®. And it is
reasonable that each of these two different phases of initiation was opened and
closed by peculiar rites. In this sense, noting that such a warrior training period
proceeds in parallel to the course of the sun, the “solar-ship” must be one of the
foremost characterising formative traits of such a form of studentship®. In actual
fact, the future Indraic chieftain must be able to orient himself and the livestock
of his clan along accessible paths, following the rhythmical fluctuation of day and
night, between sunlight and darkness; he must be expert at recognising animal

30. Cf. Schlerath 1995, 20-46, namely 33-34; and 1960. As for the Vedic brahmacarya, cf.
Neri-Pontillo 2014 [2015], 160fF.

31. Cf. Schlerath 1960, 132-135; Schmidt 1992.

32. Cf. Kershaw 1997, 88ft.; 395ff.

33. Cf. Kershaw 1997, 342ft.; Selva 2019, 329ft.

34. Cf. Selva 2019, namely 405. As for Indra as «a seasonal god, connected with the ceremonies
that accompanied the transition from the old to the new year», cf. Kuiper 1979, 137ft.

35. As for the relationship between sun-rohitd and vrityaleadership, cf. Dore 2015, 391f,,
namely 57.
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traces, finding lost cattle, collecting and yoking livestock, releasing and even
conquering his herds. In such an initiation context, a competition correlated to
the sun esoterically equated to the cattle might be expected: the scene of the
mahavrata rite must be interpreted as a remnant of that initiation challenge, since
the mahavrara day marks the winter solstice itself. In actual fact, on the one hand,
it might close the first formative stage, as a sort of sapiential trial. It is worth
recalling that one of the verbal contests performed during the mahavrataday is also
a dispute between a brahmacirin and a woman defined as pumscal;
conventionally translated as ‘harlot’, but literally meaning ‘one who moves around
the men’. On the other hand, as an auspicious and apotropaic rite it also opens the
war season, ensuring a rich booty of cattle, wealth and prosperity. The final prize
for this challenge is the sun itself, that is reincorporation into the clan community
as the embodiment of Indraic lordship®. At this point, it is worth noticing that
the Kuru paradigm of sovereignty must indeed be rooted in such a vrarya context,
or better that Indraic lordship, modelled on the vrizya initiation, is reproduced in
the Kuru model of supra-tribal overlordship; in this case, the prize for the challenge
is the sun itself, that is cosmic leadership. This transformation owes much to the
renewed priestly role and the consequent Brahmanical revision: the development
of the ritualisation permits the liminality of the proto-Vedic initiation practices to
be turned into a means to legitimise the Kuru sovereignty. In this way,
paradoxically, liminality becomes permanent, transposed into the dynastic
sovereignty, and the passage rites of the young warrior are institutionalised in the
rite of the winter solstice. In this sense, a new social order is an output of the vrazya
liminal state, led by renovated overlordship; however, it is the same new paradigm
of sovereignty associated with the new social order that is about to stigmatise the
vratya culture, that is, liminality as such: reality must be wholly under royal supra-
tribal control and the new boundaries are the cosmic limits.

4. Conquering the Sun and “Solar-ship” as the Kuru Paradigm of Sovereignty

The Vedic textual reperroire concerning the mahavrata rite encompasses passages
of prose sections from the mantric collections such as KS (34. 5) and TS (7. 5. 9.
3), and Brahmanas (PB 5. 5. 14-17;JB 2. 405; TB 1. 2. 6. 6-7). In these texts a ritual
physical contest is pictured, combined with its etiological myth referring to the
cosmic struggle between the forces of good and evil, the devas and the asuras, with

36. Cf. also Parpola’s interpretation (2000, 109-110).
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the only exception being the TS prose, where the mythical counterpart is not
referred to, and the ritual scene is only hinted at. Therefore, according to Witzel’s
reconstruction of the localisation of the Vedic schools (1987), PB, JB and TB are
examples of Late Vedic products of the Brahmanical textual revision, belonging to
the Kuru-Paficila realm; in particular, the Simavedic tradition, such as the Tandya
recension (PB), is spread in the Kuruksetra, whereas the Yajurvedic Taittiriya
school (TS; TB) proliferates in the Gangi-Yamuni Doab region, depending
mainly on the Paficila realm, without any evident eastern interference. Lastly, the
prose passage in KS is likely a late borrowing from the Samavedic tradition itself”;
the JB passage comes from the southern extension of the Simavedic Brahmana of
the Jaiminiya, dependent on the Pancala influence®, in which both innovative and
conservative characters are presented, probably due to its marginal localisation.
This would mean that none of these texts mirrors directly the Kuru culture and
the mahavratarite ascribable to the Kuru period; on the contrary, all the texts are
affected by Brahmanical orientation, that is primacy of the ritualised
Weltanschauung and priestly prestige, even though it is likely that the Samavedic
textual tradition might preserve a closer reference to a form of archetypical Kuru
rite.

PB5.5.14-17

Sudriryau carmani vydyacchete tayor aryam varnam ujjapayanti // 14 // devis
ca va asuris caditye vydyacchantas tam devi abhyajayams taro deva abhavan /
pardsurd abhavann dtmand parisya bhratrvyo bhavati ya evam veda // 15 //
yadiryam varpam ujjipayanty dtminam eva tad ujjipayantd // 16 //
parimandalam carma bhavaty idityasyaiva tad rapam krivate// 17 //%.

An drya and a stidra contest a hide: of these two, they make the 4rya rank the
victorious one. The gods and the asuras [were] contesting the sun: the gods
conquered it; henceforth the gods became [here], the asuras disappeared (para
Vbhi): he, who knows thus, becomes [here] with his own [ranks], his rival
disappears. When they make the 4rya rank the victorious one, then they really
make their own [ranks] victorious. The hide is circular shaped; indeed, that
shape of the sun is made [here].

37. Cf. Heesterman 1962, 23, fn. 67.
38. Cf. Witzel 1997, 305, fn. 236.
39. Text after M. Kiimmel, M. Kobayashi, A. Griffiths 2005; my translation.
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JB 2.405

aryam ca varpam Saudram coparyupari catvilam bastijine vydyamayanty
arsabhe vi carmani. tayor antarvedy dryo varno bhavati bahirvedi saudras. tayor
dryena varnena Saudram varpnam Jyapayanti, devas ca va asurds camusminn
aditye ‘spardhanta. tam devi asurinim avrijata. tad yad dryepa varpena
Saudram varnam jyipayanty etam eva tad dvisato bhratrvyasya vrijate®.

They make a member of the dryarank and a member of the sizdra rank contest
a goat’s hide or a bull’s hide, atop the cirvi/a. Of these two, the member of the
arya rank is inside the sacrificial area (ved), the member of the s7idra rank is
outside the sacrificial area (vedl). Of these two, they cause the member of the
Sudra rank to be overpowered by the member of the 4rya rank. The gods and
the asuras contested that sun. The gods turned around it [averting it] from the
asuras. Since they cause the member of the sizdrarank to be overpowered by the
member of the drya rank, then they turned around that [averting it] indeed
from the hateful rival (bAratrvya).

KS 34.5

[...] sudriryau carman vyiyacchere // devis ca v asuras ciditye vydyacchanta /
tam deva abhyajayan / dryam varpam ujjipayati / itminam evojjipayati /
antarvedy aryas syid bahirvedi sudras / svetam carma parimandalam’syit /

adityasya rapam /*'.

[...] An dryaand a Siadra contest a hide. The gods and the asuras contested the
sun; the gods conquered it; it makes the 4rya rank the victorious one, it really
makes his own [rank] victorious; the Zrya should be inside the sacrificial area
(ved), the sizdra [should be] outside the sacrificial area (ved)); the hide should
be white and circular shaped; [it is] in the shape of the sun.

TS7.5.9.3
ardré cdrman vydyachete indriydsyivaruddhyai /*

They two contest a wet skin, to obtain Indraic powers.

40. Text after Murakawa—Ehlers; my translation.

41. Text after L. von Schroeder (1900-1910), electronically prepared by M. Fushimi 2015; my
translation.

42. Text after A. Weber (1871-1872), electronically prepared by M. Fushimi 2012; my
translation.
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TB 1.2.6.6-7

devasurih simyattd dsan/ td adity€ vydyacchanta/ tdm devih simajayan// 6 //
brihmands ca Sadrds ca carmakareé vydyacchete / ddivyo vdi virno brihmandh
/ asurydh sadrih imé ‘ritsur imé subhirdm akrann ity anyatard briayar / imd
udvasikarina imé durbhiatdm akrann ity anyatardh / [...] brahmandh simjayati
/ amuim evdditydm bhritrvyasya simvindante /] 7 //%.

The gods and the asuras came into conflict: they contested the sun; the gods
conquered it. A brihmana and a sidra contest a piece of hide; the brahmana
[represents] the divine rank, the sidra the asura rank; the former should
proclaim: “These succeeded, these acted well [producing welfare]’; the latter
should proclaim: “These performed the act of abandoning (udvisa), these acted
badly [bringing disadvantage]. [...] The brzhmana wins: they find that indeed,
the sun of the rival (bhratrvya).

Firstly, these passages clearly show that some sort of dramatic play is referred to:
the causative verbal form such as ‘they make s.one the victorious one; they make
s.one contest s.thig’ (ujjapayanti, vyayamayanti) appears to uphold this hypothesis,
so that the ritual performance coincides with the enactment of the contest as such.
This is performed on the edge of the sacrificial area (vedl) in the north-eastern
corner, near to the hole in the ground (cdrvila) from which soil is taken to
construct the mahivedi. Moreover, the rivals are placed on opposite fronts,
partially inside and outside the borders of the sacrificial space which well
represents the liminal condition of the agonistic relationship. The prize for the
contest is a circular shaped hide, more often a bull’s hide, corresponding to the
sun, which perfectly reflects the conquered sun / cattle of the mythical Indraic
deed. The terminology clearly refers to the social taxonomy as outlined at least in
RV 10. 90. 12*, hierarchically ordered in compliance with the purusa’s sacrificial
body; thus, it preludes the dharmic order of castes, especially in TB, where
members of the brahmana category, the highest social category, are counterposed
to the members of the lowest social category that is the sizdra one. It is worth
noticing that the lexical variant brihmana, alternated with rya, anticipates the
lexicon of the ancillary literature, especially the dharmic one. For example, in the

43. Text after M. Fushimi 2012; my translation.

44. It belongs to the later Rigvedic textual layer, that is the tenth book: RV 10.90.12:
brihmano ‘sya miikham isid bihii rajaniyah kredh / ard tdd asya yad vaiSyah padbhyim sudrd ajiyata
// 12 // “The brahmin was his mouth. The ruler was made his two arms. As to his thighs — that is
what the freeman was. From his two feet the servant was born’. (Jamison-Brereton 2014: 1540).
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Srautasiitras, such as BSS 16. 22, the reading brihmanais combined with the term
vrsala ‘low-born person’, which replaces siidra:

athaitau braihmanas ca sudras cirdre carmakarte vydyacchete ime ratsur ime
subhtitam akran/ iti brihmanas/ ima udvasikarina ime durbhitam akran / iti
vrsalas brihmanah samjayati nasyati vysalah /.

Then, those, the brihmana and the stdra, contest a piece of wet hide; the
brihmana[proclaims]: “These succeeded, these acted well [producing welfare]’;
the low-born person [proclaims]: “These performed the act of abandoning
(udvisa), these acted badly [producing disadvantage]. The brihmana wins; the

low-born person (vrsala) runs away.

Or in the Samavedic sraurasirras (Latyiyana [LSS 4. 3. 5-8 13-15] and
Drahyayana [DSS 11. 3. 4; 6-7; 11. 3. 12-14]), which describe the mahivrata rite,
the term dryais replaced by arya glossed as vaisya:

LSS 4.3.5-8;13-15~DS$S 11. 3. 4; 6-7; 11. 3. 12-14

daksinena marjaliyam aryo ntarvedi daksinimukhas tisther bahirvedi sidra
udarimukhah / S / aryibhive yah kasciryo varpah / 6 / tau svetam
parimandalam carma vydyacchetim / 7 / sudrah parvah / 8 / [...] sarvesim
karmani nisthite tad [...] / 13 / avasgjya sudrah pradraver / 14 / tam
tenaivavaksinuyar/ 15 /%.

An arya(comm. vaisya) should stand to the south of the marjaliya [hut]?, inside
the sacrificial area, with his face to the south; a sidra [should stand to the south
of the marjiliyahut] outside the sacrificial area, with his face to the north. Since
there is no arya, anyone belonging to the category of rya(comm. brahmana or
ksatriya) [may stand there]. They should both contest a hide, white and circular
shaped. The stzdrais the first [to draw it away]. [...] Once the ritual action of all
[the performers] has been completed, then, [...] the si2dra, having loosened [the
hide], should run away. He (comm. drya) should hit (comm. Aanyir) him
(comm. stidra) with that [hide] itself.

Such a development of the scholarly Brahmanical literature allows us to
assume that the antithetical pair 4rya and sidra is the earlier reading than

45. Text after C. G. Kashikar 2003; my translation.

46. Text after H. G. Ranade 1998; my translation.

47. Tt is placed in the southern part of the sacrificial area: it is also on the edge between inside
and outside the sacrificial area.
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brihmanaand sidra. In actual fact, the agonistic scene of the mythical conquering
of the sun is progressively dealt with in the same perspective as the dharmic system,
dominated by the Brahmanical class. It seems that the proto-Vedic Indraic warrior
deed and the supra-tribal overlordship of the Kuru hegemony eventually fade,
persisting only as a backdrop. The liminal condition, fluctuant between life and
death, order and chaos, challenging Otherness and Unknown, is definitively fixed
as a simple ritualised scene performed within the marginalised space of the
sacrificial area itself. It is normalised and institutionalised in order to legitimise the
supremacy of the Brahmanical function. Furthermore, the mythical theme of the
Indraic deed is transposed to the cosmological conflict between devas and asuras,
which is traditionally employed as the aetiological motif for “logically” explaining
ritual practices as founding acts of cosmic reality, and, conversely, for turning the
cosmos into the authoritative principle of the ritual itself*. It is the Brahmanical
strategy of primacy insofar as Brahmins are specialists in ritual science: by making
sacrificial oblation a rite founded on a cosmic myth, and, inversely, making the
proto-Vedic Indraic deed establishing leadership a cosmic rite with sacrificial
oblations meant becoming holder of cosmic leadership. Or better, the Kuru
leadership, based on the acknowledgement of cosmic overlordship, is replaced by
sacerdotal leadership, based on cosmic ritualism. Some traces of the previous royal
primacy, even the remote warrior passage rite, may be identified through the
linguistic phrases which echo them. For example, the term bhritrvya
conventionally translated as ‘rival’, is a kinship name: it must be an outcome of a
secondary u-stem of bhritr ‘brother’, combined with the genitival suffix *-zio-, so
that it should designate ‘ascendant kinsman on the brother’s side™. It therefore
conveys a conception of rivalry ascribable to a clan-based society, characterised by
lineages, correlated with each other by means of hospitality links or even
competitiveness. In this sense it is similar to the very well-known term ar/
‘stranger’, with its double value of ‘rival’ and ‘guest / host’, according to Thieme’s
analysis (1938). On the other hand, this terminology might also allude to the same
warrior brotherhood to which the agonistic performance of conquering the sun
also pertains: Indra himself is bArder in RV 3. 53. Sb; in other words, the
competition for leadership can be fought only between peers, members of the

48. Cf. e.g. Patton 2005, 19-20.

49. As for such an etymological reconstruction, cf. Rau 2011 [2012], 14. In Old Iranian it
means ‘brother’s son, nephew’, but in Vedic Sanskrit it means ‘cousin’, that is ‘father’s brother’s son’,
because of a secondary semantic shift: cf. Benveniste, 1969, 259-266; contra Szemerényi 1977, 62-
63.
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same identity group. Moreover, partaking in vritya sodality meant giving up, at
least temporarily, the rules of the clan-community and adhering to a code of
behaviour pertaining to an initiatic way of life other than the regular clan society.
Therefore, despite his kinship, a vritya represents Otherness, and conquering the
sun means imitating the vzdzya initiatic mechanism but turning it into a means of
establishing cosmic rulership.

As regards the reference to the mythical conflict between devas and asuras, it
is worth noticing that in the Indraic myth itself the term va/4 also refers to the
enemy as a sort of demon which blocks cattle and hides sunlight. In this sense, the
representation of the mythical cosmic dichotomy between devas and asuras
appears, on the one hand, to develop the same motif of the enemy equated to a
demoniacal being while, on the other, it reflects the same relationship between the
Rigvedic antagonistic pair 4r;ya and disa / ddsyu, especially combined with the
same term vdrpa. It is also worth recalling that in the Rigvedic textual layer the
term v4rpa means ‘outer appearance’, even ‘colour’ and that it has yet to imply any
hierarchically structured social system. Neither is a racial value so predictable®,
even though the colour of the white skin of the 4rya is counterposed to the black
one (krsna) of the enemies ddsyu/ disa: this is a reference to the visible appearance
of the daylight, that is the sunlight (RV 4. 5. 13d: siiro vdrna- ‘visible appearance
of sunlight’), which represents wellness and long life, counterposed to the
dangerous darkness, invisible as such, equated to death. Thus, Rigvedic
expressions such as drya- vdrpa- (RV 3. 34. 9) or disa- vdrpa- (RV 2. 12. 4) mean
the visible and auspicious ‘colour’ belonging respectively to the Zrya and ddsa
groups’’. Therefore, the ritual contest that takes place between ryaand sidrais in
compliance with the same conception of sunlight / prosperity mirrored by the
Indraic myth of the conquering of the sun and by the correlated model of Indraic
clan-lordship. The term 4rya employed in the Brahmanical textual repertoire may
be interpreted as the vyddhi derivative of the same term ar7*stranger’ on which the
proto-Vedic clan-based relationship of hospitality is based: in this case Zrya means
‘related to the hospitable one’ and refers to practices of hospitality and sodality,
thus implying dynamics of group inclusion and exclusion, also consistent with the
liminal dynamics of passage rites. However, the same later term 4rya may be the
output of a form of vyddhi morphological derivation of drya, - eg. drya - which
might be confused with the Rigvedic 4rpa: the variant 4rya results from a change

50. Hock 1999 vs. Parpola 1988.
51. Rigvedic 4rya and ddsa are frequently mentioned in relation to the conquering of light
(j}/dtis) and / orsun (Ze. RV 1.130. 8; 2. 11. 18; 3. 34. 9; 7. 5. 6; 10. 43. 4).

97



Paora M. Rosst

of accent applied to the homonym term ary4, actually related to the PIE root *Adr
‘to fit, to comply with’, and not to ary4 as derivative of the #stem ar7“stranger’.
Therefore, 4rya denotes one who is ‘appropriate’, in compliance with a taxonomic
system of rules and semantically differentiated from ary4, ‘related to strangers,
hospitable’. Such an accentual shifting and the correlated semantic overlapping
may be attributed to the historical Kuru phase, since it is attested from the
Atharvavedic collection onwards. Thus, in RV 1. 130. 8a-¢, which is part of the
analogous textual stage, the term 4r;yz evokes both clan-based hospitality and links
to sodality and the member of a regulated and institutionalised “ecumene” that is
the cosmos, inasmuch as it relies on the observance of commandments ( vratd) and
sacrificial practice, thus preluding the dharmic order: drya is both ydjamana
‘sacrificer’ and warrior, or a warrior sacrificer’’:

Indrah samdtsu ydjamanam drivam / privad visvesu satdmatir Zjisu /
suvarmilhesu djisu/ mdnave sisad avratin /
tvdcam krsnim arandhayae/ [...] // RV 1. 130. 8a-e //

Indra aided the drya sacrificer in battles, affording a hundred forms of help in
all contests - in contests whose prize is the sun. Chastising those who follow no
commandment, he made the black skin subject to Manu [...]. (Jamison-
Brereton 2014, 299-300, slightly modified).

In this later Rigvedic passage the scene of contesting the sun in the mahavratarite,
as textualized in the later Brahmanical reperroire, somehow appears in between the
lines. Similarly, the double role of sacrificer and warrior conqueror of enemies’
wealth of those who recognise the authority of overlords is suggested in this stanza
from the Kuntipasection (AVS 20. 128.5 ~ RVKh 5. 12. 5 = §SS 12. 20. 5)**. The
role of the supra-tribal overlord is explicitly equated to the sun, who is generous
(maghdvan) like Indra, and equivalent to the pastoral hero of Indo-European
matrix, since the root v/ Vraps'is a secondary derivative of the compound PIE

52. Cf. Dunkel 2014, 2. 288-293; 25. As for the very complex reconstruction, cf. also Pinault
1999-2000 [2001].

53. This image of ‘warrior-sacrificer’ might refer to the sarrra context, or better, the later figure
of patron-grhapati (ydjamana), who must refund the priest-officiant, might be anticipated by the
sartrin figure who is officiant and sacrifcer at the same time, especially in relation to the vrarya
context. Cf. Candotti-Pontillo 2015, and Harzer’s contribution in this volume.

54. As for the texts and the proposed emendations, cf. Kim 2021, 1165-1166; cf. also
Scheftelowitz 1906, 157-158.
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*uih,ro —pe/éo’ ‘men and cattle’, thus denoting the protector of men and livestock,
the ‘cowherd’ as such®.

yé ca devd dyajantitho yé ca paridadiih /
stiryo divam iva gatviya maghdvi no vi rapsate // AVS 20.128.5 //

By going to the sky like the sun, the bountiful one brims [with men and cattle]
for us, [who are the] gods who made sacrifices and who hand over [much]*.

According to AiB 6. 32. 19, this stanza is the last of a mantric sequence of five
stanzas which are to be recited on occasion of the ‘arrangements of the (five)
cardinal quarters’ (disim kjpti), that is one stanza for each cardinal quarter; four
quarters are traverse (prdzc ‘in front-east’s adhardzc ‘below-south’; apdsic ‘behind-
west’; uddnic ‘above-north’), but one is upwards (dardhvi dis “zenith’), that is it
proceeds from the earth to heaven along the vertical axis®. The motif of the
cardinal quarters is associable with the royal consecration by which overlordship
is definitely a sort of “solar-ship”: royal authority fills up the whole cosmos and
covers everyone who belongs to it. This clearly refers to the two functions of the
proto-Vedic clan-lordship: the priestly role, correlated to the sacrifice, and the role
of ‘handing over’ (p4ri Vdi) and sharing the booty, especially cattle, conquered
from the enemies, that is the warrior role par excellence’®. However, the solar
sovereignty holds a higher rank than these two functions: the Indraic model of
lordship is turned into a cosmic leadership. Therefore, in RV 1.81.2b Indra is not
only one who gives away wealth, but above all bAdri paridadi; that is he is ‘the one
who hands over much, so giving away further the limits’: he is the supreme
distributor of wealth, that is ‘men and cattle’, interacting hyperbolically with
Elsewhere. In actual fact, it is worth noticing that the sphere of pdra ‘far away,
turther, over to the other side’ is introduced here. Etymologically speaking this is a

55. Cf. Vassilkov 2011, 214-220, and the related bibliography.

56. My translation.

57.1In AiB 6. 32. 19: parica vi imi disas, catasras tirascya ekordhvi /. As for the five directions
in relation to kingship, also in AVS3.4.2.

58. As for the use of this root p4riVdicombined to the warrior role of conquering wealth from
enemies and distributing it to the community, see for example RV 1.81.6: y6 aryd martabhdjanam /
parddidari disiise / indro asmadbhyam siksatu / vi bhaja bhiiri te visu / bhaksiy4 tdva ridhasah // 6
// ‘He who hands over to the pious man the sustenance for mortals that belongs to the stranger (ar7)
— let Indra do his best for us. Share out your many goods: might I have a share of your generosity’
(Jamison—Brereton 2014, 209); in the same hymn (1. 81. 2b), also the expression bhuri paridadi
occurs.
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petrified instrumental form (< PIE *pérhz-¢h;)*’, pdrarelated to pdra‘further’, ‘on
the other side of” which, in the Rigvedic collection basically refers to the moving
‘here and afar’ (4 ca pdrd ca), ‘going away’ (pdri Vi / Vya), thus hinting at the
mobility phase of the clan-based society: in RV 3. 53. 5a the ‘brother’ Indra is
evoked so that he can go hither and yon with his chariot (pdrd yihi maghavann i
ca yzhi), between the somic oblation and the conquering of booty, also alluding to
the rhythmical solar movement®. On the other hand, in the later Rigvedic and
post-Rigvedic texts pdra refers to the sphere of Elsewhere®, clearly seen in the
expression pdrd Vbhii ‘to disappear’ employed in the Brahmanical passages
concerning the mahavrata rite with a negative value where it means «dying,
destruction and getting lost>».

Finally, in TB 1. 2. 6. 7 the expression amum evidityim bhritrvyasya
sdmvindante ‘they find that indeed, the sun of the rival’ refers to the earlier well-
attested Rigvedic and Atharvavedic syntagm svarVvid ‘to find sun’, especially as
the compound svarvid ‘the finder of the sun’®”, basically recalling the Vala-myth
and the Indraic deed of conquering the sun®. However, here it is replaced by
aditydm sam \vid ‘to find, to obtain the sun’. The term 4dlityd is employed as an
equivalent for the sun only from the later Rigvedic textual layers onwards and
refers exclusively to it only from the Atharvavedic attestations onwards®. It is not
etymologically ascribable to solar imagery, but to 4dit lit. ‘boundlessness’ and
denotes the complex relationship between authority and observance of the
commandments, so that 4dity4 is the epithet attributable to the lord of the
commandments (vrazd) within a community, but their observance is based on
mutual obligations between the lord and the members of the community itself*.
Such a relationship is at the basis of a wealthy existence: the assumption of royal
authority on the one hand, and obedience to the royal commandments on the

59. Cf. Dunkel 2014, 609.

60. Cf. Bodewitz, 2019 [2000], 163-164.

61. Cf. Bodewitz, 2019 [2000], 164; especially in the derivative pardvdr it denotes yonder
world, with a negative value: «as a prefix to verbs p4ri means “away, off”; see e.g. pard-i and pari-
bhu. These compounded verbs express dying, destruction and getting lost».

62. Cf. Scarlata 1999, 585; svarvid- ‘das Sonnenlicht findend, gewinnend’ is attested 30x in the
Rgvedaand is very common in the Atharvavedic collection as well. Cf. fn. S also.

63. Eg in RV 3. 51. 2cd Indra is defined as follows: vajasdnim pirbhidam tirpim aptdram /
dhimasicam abhisicam suvarvidam // ‘winning spoils, splitting strongholds, swift at crossing the
waters, attending to the ordinances, attending closely, finding the sun’. (Jamison-Brereton 2014:
534).

64. Cf. Brereton 1981, 314.

65. As for such a complex relationship, cf. Brereton 1981.
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other guarantee prosperity for the community. In this sense, 4dity4is not just the
sun, as the cosmic light which rules the world, but represents a sort of identity
principle, embodying a common ideal of right behaviour and a close connection
between the authority of overlordship, clan-community and the natural world.
Adityd embodies the pact between the clan-lord, his clan companions and natural
phenomena, and 4ryabecomes whosoever obeying the commandments behaves in
compliance with them: 4dity4 and drya represent the cosmos and are the core of
the new paradigm of sovereignty®. In actual fact, in the mahavrata Brahmanical
version one linguistic datum constantly appears, that is the asuras are associated
with the expression pdri Vbhi, literally meaning that, once defeated, they are
relegated to the sphere of pdrz, in the distance, the sphere of Elsewhere. This means
that the cosmic order is definitely established: the antagonist of the 4rya, thatis the
$i1dra, is definitively excluded from the ritual space which coincides with the royal
cosmos as such; only the Zrya can be the sacrificer and as such support sovereignty
as “solar-ship”. In fact, the figure of the sidra is definitively reduced to a
subordinate and marginalised category.

S. Conclusions

The Vedic mahavratarite has been explored here in light of the notion of liminality
as devised by A. van Gannep and his successor V. Turner, that is, with reference to
the ritualisation of experiences which mark transitory situations, such as the rites
of passage. As attested in the Brahmanical sources, the mahavratarite, with its non-
standard elements and especially with the performance of a contest between an
aryaand a sidra to win a bull’s hide equated to the sun, may actually provide not
only some traces of the Kuru paradigm of sovereignty, which was at the basis of
the Kuru hegemony, but also those of a pre-Kuru passage rite, ascribable to the
vratya milieu. Despite the srautareform applied by the dominant priestly category
during the Late Vedic period, the liminal condition as a characteristic trait of the
earlier warrior initiation practices, on which the Kuru paradigm of sovereignty also
depends, is trackable especially through linguistic hints. However, the
Brahmanical process of ritualisation has turned the fluctuant transitional liminal
condition of warriorship and kingship into a sort of frozen liminality, that is the
social roles of warriors, ruler and priests are definitively fixed in the hierarchical

66. In actual fact 4dlitydis the epithet of Aryaman, Varuna and Mitra, the guardians of the right
behaviour (Brereton 1981).
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social system, preluding the dharmic caste system. And the vrdryaliminality, with
its initiation practices, is definitively excluded from the cosmos, marginalised like
the siidra condition.
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Abstract

The memory of grhapati or sthapati, the leader of sodalities, is preserved in the earliest
sources. The Rgvedapresents Budha, the son of Soma, as the first sthapariknown by name.
Neglecting to ask the god Varuna for a place of consecration for Budha to become sthapat,
plunged the subsequent generations of the sodalities into a perpetual struggle to secure
their livelihood during the scant season, and likewise cut off their access to heaven. Falk,
the foremost contemporary scholar of the vrityas, pondered why people would turn to
raiding in order to get provisions. The term grhapati, with respect to social and economic
issues, was probably already rescinded by revision or censure in the Brihmanpas: the
grhapati was responsible for the family unit and, to be able to provide for all, he was
compelled to go on raiding expeditions, which were bracketed by ritual sessions (sattra),
one before the expedition and one after. Later on, the sarzrabecame a conduit for the srauta
rituals. The liminality of the grhapati or sthapati lay in the arduous preparations he
underwent for the sartra and expeditions; both of these major undertakings were fraught
with isolation.

Keywords: vritya, sthapati, grhapati, sattra, vrityastoma, wolf / dog, diksita, Khandobi,
Rudra, Maruts, Dilbhya, Budha, kesin, Ekavritya, Srautasitra.

1. Introduction

The leader called grhapati or sthapati and his actions and responsibilities have
nearly all disappeared from the textual sources, although some relevant living
practices still persist in modern times on the central and southern South Asian
peninsula. From references to the leader of the vritya sodality as the ritualist at
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sateras performed for expeditions, through which they would acquire goods to
survive the meagre winter months, we learn that he relinquished all the spoils, as
shown below in an example from the Kirhaka Samhira 10. 6. Although this and
other early texts provide evidence of changes within the society and religious
practice, there are absences, even lacunae, where we might expect to find more
presence and activities of grhapati/ sthapari, together with the vracyas. Itis possible
to speculate that traces were blurred, or even removed.

This study aims to discuss the previously unexplored position of this vrdzya
leader, the grhapatior sthapati, in ancient times on the South Asian peninsula, and
the survival of wrirya practices, in great likelihood, to modern times in
Maharashtra, Karnataka and Andhra Pradesh. Scholars such as Harry Falk' have
pointed out that some of the practices survived elsewhere not only among other
Indo-European groups, as evidenced in Greece and Rome, but also in the steppes
of the vast regions of Southwest and Central Asia, as explored by Y. Vassilkov.

Other works may provide an additional tool and appreciation for an inquiry
of this kind. The work of Bjern Thomassen, in particular, not only focused on
examples from his fieldwork but also delved into how European historical
development, particularly from the 15™ century to about the mid 17" century CE,
was a calamitous experience, forging a path to the French Revolution,
industrialisation and such new phenomena as the breaking up of extended family
life, eventually leading to the nuclear family, etc. He characterised this as a liminal
experience of this time period, full of anxiety and insecurity — what everyone had
taken for granted no longer held. He summarised the condition with the phrase
«loss of taken-for-granted structures»’. Perhaps this would be the most succinct
definition of the term ‘liminality’ in the context of the current study. In other
words, all norms, familiarity and customs are challenged. As happened in many
times in Europe in the 15 century to about the mid 174 century CE, there have
likewise been periods of liminality in South Asia.

The sources for this inquiry are primarily late Vedic textual evidence, such as
the Brihmanas and Sutras, but also the Upanisads and their explorations by
modern scholars, and then the anthropological work of Sontheimer (1997) and to
some extent that of Vassilkov. Hence is it possible to say that the methodology is
hybrid: examining late Vedic texts as well as what is available in the life of modern-

1. Falk 1986.
2. Vassilkov 2009, 50.
3. Thomassen 2016, 113.
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day rural religious rituals and performances in a number of locations in Central
South Asia®*.

2. Grhapati / Sthapati and the Vrityas in Vedic Sources

In early references to grhapati/ sthapati, we observe that these were primarily gods,
and their position was called “sthapat”’: Budha, son of Soma, Agni, and most
prominently Rudra with his sons Maruts’, as well as the gods Indra, and Savitr
(Strya). Apart from a few scholars in the past century, perhaps only one in this
century, Moreno Dore, has inquired into the divine aspect of the vritya. For
example, in his article entitled 7he Ekavratya, Indra and the Sun®, he offers a
comparison between the gods and three particular Vedic figures: the kesin(RV 10.
136), the vratya (AVS 15), and the brahmacarin (AVS 11. 5). These figures had a
connection to esoteric knowledge. Dore argues that if kesin and brahmacarin are
gods among gods, then vratya should be understood as also having divine status.
Furthermore, he proposes that AVS15.1.1-6 provides insight into the path of the
Vritya — assuming the role of Indra to become Ekavritya.

Stephanie Jamison observed that there is a connection between Agni and
grhapati. She paid close attention to the term grhapatiin her recent article (2019),
as she considers grhapati to be a precursor of grhastha but could not definitively
link the two’. Jamison focused on the term with great intent but did not imagine

4. There have been mentions of similar practices in southern Kerala, the most southern state
in India. Vassilkov (2015, 233) refers to a communication with Lidia Sudyka (Jagiellonian University
of Cracow) about her fieldwork in Kerala regarding a local god, Muthappan, which seems to fit the
category of a local Rudra whose companions are dogs. They are ritually fed every day inside the
temple.

5.RV'S.61.17:

etdm me stomam armiye/

darbhiyiya pdri vaha/

giro devi rathiriva// 17 //

This praise of mine, O Night, carry off to Darbhya,
[my] hymns [carry away] like a charioteer, O goddess.

Here the name of Dalbhya is Darbhya — not unexpected as the semivowel / r / was replaced with /1
/ with time and relocation eastwards. Text metrically restored by Barend A. van Nooten and Gary B.
Holland. Translation by Jamison—Brereton 2014, 742. For Dilbhya, cf. Koskikallio 1999.

6. Dore 2015.

7.Jamison 2019, 7; 8-14; 19.
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it referring to anything other than a master of a structure or, another time, a house
with a wife. The wife is grhaparni, but grhapati does not refer to her husband.
Rather, it refers to the domestic sacrificial fire®. In her historical examination, she
investigated the Indo-Iranian and Indo-European background of the word grha-
and its Iranian cognates, including the Younger Avestan goroda, along with
Elamite kur-da-bat-ti-is, Akkadian ga-ar-du-pa-tu, and also Middle Iranian’. The
development of the Sanskrit form of grha was not straightforward, but that s truly
a different subject™.

Jamison examines the term grhapatiin both the Rgvedaand the Atharvaveda,
noting that the term occurs in the Azharvaveda only four times and in sharp
contrast to how the term is used in the Rgveda. She also points to the single
employment of the referent Agni in both of the texts. Unfortunately, she
misinterprets the expression grhzh as meaning ‘homestead,” because it presumably
consisted of several structures. But Rau established the term to mean precisely all
the participants, from people to animals, of the family unit, with no mention of
solid structures, indeed, no mention of a dwelling place in this very context'’.
Another term, grhyah', was used for people who lived on the property (grhh)
with some land, which formed the smallest territory; it represented the smallest
social unit.

I suppose Jamison’s misinterpretation might stem from her not realising that
in the vrarya context the term grhapatiis synonymous with sthapati, who was the
consecrated (diksita) and the head of the sattrasacrificial ritual as well as the leader
of the vratyas’ expeditions. Also, sometimes he would not receive any of the spoils
that the vricyas collected on their plunder “runs”. This head was selected on the
grounds of such qualifications as superior knowledge of sacred arts or high moral
qualities or great wealth. There was no fee for the performer of the rituals, nor a
sponsor. The term grhapati overlapped two functions — the first just mentioned,
the other that of the head of the family unit encompassing the immediate family,
servants, slaves, guests and casual company®’.

8. Ibid,, 10.

9. Ibid., 7.

10. See ibid, 8. for the formation of grha. Here Jamison also observes that grhapari always
occurs in the Rgvedain the singular, whereas the word dampatiis used in both the singular and dual.
These two words seem to her to be synonymous, even though they often appear next to each other.

11. Rau 1957, 38-39ff.

12. Ibid.,, paragraph 27. 1.

13. 1bid.,, 38.
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The term grhapatioccurs not only in the Srautasitras but is also found in the
Grhyasitras: Gobhila Grhyasirra 1. 4. 24, Khadira Grhyasiatra 1. 5. 36 and 3. 3.
16; 24, Piraskara Grhyasutra2. 9. 14-15, 5‘511'/(/1;1’)/@;2 Grhyasatral. 1.2 Outside

the brahmanical sources, Oliver Freiberger "

searched for the equivalent of
grhapatiin the Pali canon with the following results: the Buddha instructs them;
gahapati can become a member of the Buddhist sanghs; a gahapari may belong to
the wealthy merchant class; for a monk a ragged robe is like a chest full of garments
to a gahapati, etc. In the conclusion, the term gahapariis described as not being so
specifically defined as similar terms are and is the most flexible term. Claire Maes™
explored similar terminology in the Jain context. She observes that the
ardhamagadhi term gihavar is equivalent to grhapari and considers it the most
common term for the householder in the early Jain sources.

As Rau observed, the term grhapati occurs in religious contexts, where it
means the head of a longer sartra event, not the head of a family unit, although he
did find an example where grhapatiis the head of a family unit. As he was aware of
the rarity of the instance he had found" involving grhapati, he added vesmapati
and jyestha — terms that appeared to indicate the head of the household .
Unfortunately, Rau misinterpreted these latter terms as only functioning to refer
to the family unit leader, rather than considering that they may be synonyms of
grhapati, as he lists them all together. As such they would equal the “dual role”. I
doubt that vesmapari is a term for the head of a household only. Rau quotes as
evidence from JB 1. 69: [...] siadro ‘anustupchandi vesmapatidevas|...], ‘[...] sadra
has as his poetic meter the anusrubh, as his god vesmapati [...]". It is known that
anustubh® is the verse form of the vratyas. The term vesmapati appears to be a
synonym of grhapati. The same should be considered for jyestha, as this term is
one of the fourfold categories of vratyas in Padcavimsa Brihmana17. 4. 1%°.

14. Lubin 2019, 96.

15. Freiberger 2019, 72-73.

16. Maes 2019, 90-91.

17. Rau 1957.

18. Ibid., paragraph 28. 2.a.

19. Interestingly, Mary Carroll Smith focused on what the versification of a particular metre
can indicate for a piece of tradition. Her argument in Smith 1992 was that anusrubh versification
indicated the oldest layers of the AMahibhirata. Other explorations of the vritya presence in the
Mahabharara(Pontillo, Harzer), as far as T know, have not taken advantage of the anusrubh metre as
an aid to their research.

20. Falk 1986, 51 discusses the four types of the vrityas, drawing primarily from Pascavimsa
Brihmana 17.1-4: reflecting on reasons for joining a vritya sodality, realising that it was economic
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Rau bemoaned the lack of examples where the term grhapatiis used to express
a domestic head and to indicate that he was also the head of an expedition. Still, he
did identify an example, as can be observed in the passage in which the family unit
anticipates the return of grhapatifrom a raiding expedition (prosusa)*'.

While sthapat*is an established term, it is not found very frequently. The
term appears to be used as a synonym for grhapadi. Scholars, such as for example
Stephanie Jamison®, have taken great pains to explain grhapati as an early use of
what later became known as grhasthabut have not really proved that the two terms
can be understood developmentally. The term grha in particular had different
meanings in different time periods. What seems to be an easier interpretation is the
derivation indicating the wife of the «family chieftain» (after the fashion of van
Buitenen, 1973, 56 ad MBh 1. 4. 11.), that is grhapatni, who was the co-participant
with her husband the grAasthain the domestic ritual™.

The term grhadoes not connote a house in the early texts. Rather, it can mean
property, for example a wagon that is used as a mobile home in the migrating
caravans”, akin to those used by some of the First Nations in North America. Or,
as in the case of acquiring goods in Kathaka Samhita 10. 6*, when Dilbhya, after
he and his sarzrins returned from an “expedition” in the process of distributing the
spoils, approaches Dhrtarastra to receive grhan (masc. acc. pl.) — it can mean goods,
equity, or possibly cattle””. But Dhrtarastra mistakenly thinks that his starved herd

need. Of the four categories, the fourth is jyestah samanicimedhrih, old men who had lost their
sexual ability.

21. Rau 1957, 38, paragraph 28. 2. a, see also n. 23 and n. 24, this paper.

22. The term did not refer to a single meaning or function: (a) sthapati, leader of the vraryas at
sattra, etc. (b) The term (with a short / a /) has been used for clan chieftain, overseer, fief sovereign,
town councillor, and also driver of a combat vehicle (razha) as well as a minister or ministerial
position (ratna). There was also another rarna (a ministerial position), and last of all, a runner,
paligali(SB 5. 3. 1. 11), whose attire seems to closely resemble that of a vratya. There is a feminine
form, paligali, which indicates the fourth wife of the head of a family unit. In other texts, the runner
position is not mentioned, even though messengers ( diza) are quite often referred to.

23. Jamison 2019.

24. Jamison 2019, 9-12, 13-14.

25. Vassilkov 2009, 50.

26. Cf. Harzer 2016.

27. Here grhanis not houses, as Falk 1986 wrongly translates; rather, it should be ‘property,’
‘Anwesen,” which includes land, but also griyzh (nominative plural masculine), with the meaning
‘family or those who live and move together,” as in Rau 1957, 37, paragraph 27. 1ff. Note that the
term grhdnin a different context above is also masc., but in the acc. pl., which is a direct object in the
syntax of the sentence — Dilbhya was going to ask Dhrtarastra for some goods to help him survive.
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died because of Dilbhya’s black magic. He throws him out, asking him to take the
dead beasts along with him.

Rau provides an apt example of grAih (this time masc. nom. pl.) referring
directly to the people forming the family unit, who are the recipients of whatever
grhapati brings, be it goods or his mood and behaviour upon his return from an
expedition **. In that passage, Rau? indicates that the term grhapati is an
expression meaning ‘family head (Haupr)'®. Since he is coming back from an
expedition, be it successful or not, we may thus postulate that he may have been
the leader of the expedition. Let us consider that the term ‘family’ comprises not
only people related to each other but also servants, slaves, goats and cattle, for
whose survival and safety the head is responsible. In this sense, grhapari coalesces
into both the head as the chieftain of the extended family and the head of the
expedition, for which he may have officiated as a priest at a sarrra. Of course, this
is a hypothesis, based on the statement here that grhapati returned from prosiisa
(from pra+/vas), an expedition (employing rather unsavoury methods) to provide
food and goods for the family unit. Not only was the main provider away, but also
his dependents (grhah ‘those who form the family unit’) were anxious regarding
his mood upon his return. These dependents contemplated whether he would
speak and act, which induced fear in them. Yet they also contemplated whether he
might not speak or act, in which case they would be grateful®. See fatapat/m
Brihmana?2. 4. 1. 14, and possibly also 8. 6. 1. 11. The master of the house is called
grhavar/ grhavin when possession is expressed.

28. Expeditions are for obtaining foodstuff and cattle, etc. See Harzer 2015.

29. Rau 1957, 38, paragraph 28. 2a, in which the term grhapatiin the literature on rituals did
not connote the head of a household but rather the head of a number of participants (sarerins) at a
sattra. The use of this term is specific to sacrificial purposes.

30. Itis not very clear whether Rau was aware that if grhapari came back from a prosisa, which
is synonymous with the better-known term pravisa (both the terms are derivatives of pra-Vvas — the
former a perfect participle in gen. sg. (prosasah), the latter a noun, refers to the same activity,
meaning that grhapatiwent on an expedition to procure goods.

31. Ibid., 38, paragraph 28. 2a, but see also the passage on 39, in the 274 and 3+ paragraphs:

drharo grhipam evopacardh. etdd dha vai grhdpateh prosisa dgatid grhih
samuttrastd iva bhavanti: kim aydm ihd vadisydti kim v karisyatiti. s4 yJ ha
tdtra kimcid vidati v kardti va tdsmad grhih prdtrasanti. tdsyesvardh kilam
viksobdhor. dtha y6 ha tdtra nd vddati nd kim cand kardu tdm grhi
upasdmsrayante: nd vd aydm ihavadin nd kim canikarad iti,
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The later term grhastha may have been used for someone who stayed and
settled in the house and society, no longer in a mobile caravan. Might this also
mean that he did not go on expeditions anymore**?

3. The Grhapati and the Sattra

Harry Falk, in his article Zur Ursprung der Sattra-Opfer”, gives an overview of
sartra and provides a comparison with the classical Soma ritual. Falk categorised
the Soma ritual according to the number of days of pressing Soma. Sarrra usually
lasted twelve days, occasionally sixty-one days, whereas classical Soma rituals could
be one-day events or, when longer than one day, between two and twelve days.
Sattra did not have a patron (yajamana), although there was a need for a patron
after the first day of the sattra. A participant from the group took on the role. All
the proceeds only went to the other participants. The volunteer lead sacrificer
would not be renumerated, as there was no established patron. In other words,
there was no fee (daksina) because there was no patron. In general, a twelve-day
ritual is the basis for sartra.

Since Falk® was unable to find any research comparing the sattra and the
vrityastoma, he attempted in broad strokes to delve into the similarities. Even
though he considered the similarities useful, they did not do much to illuminate
the connections between the two. He undertook to examine the sattra practices
and their appropriation into the srauta ritual®, but, including the mention of the
required seventeen priests in a srauta-somaritual, he confessed that it may become
questionable or dubious.

32. The Bengali filmmaker Satyajit Ray employed Bandhopadhay’s narrative for the film
Pather Pancali, where the brihmana officiated at different pujas during the day, while at night he
would turn to robbery to accumulate enough means for his daughter’s dowry. Thus, the brahmana
led a kind of hyphenated existence. Cf. Harzer 2015.

33, Falk 1985. As it was hard to find references, Falk used the Vishvabandhu Index, which
mentions sattra and saterins only in passing. Nevertheless, from the mentions in the Index, it was
possible to establish that the summary description of a sarzra was not precise.

34. Falk 1986, 30-31, emphasised that there were no sareras that were not followed by an
expedition (vratyd), and also that there were no vraryas who did not start as sacerins. Sartra sacrifice
and vratyahood parted during the Brihmana period, from which time they began to develop along
separate lines.

35. Falk 1986, 31-49. To discuss this in full is unfortunately beyond the scope of the current
study.
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As always, the seven ss5 were named as the performers of sarrra. Texts such
as Maitrayani Samhiti 12. 4 and Aitareya Brahmana 2. 19 mention them, whereas
Tairtiriya Samhita2. 3. 3. 1 and Aitareya Samhiti 6. 1. 1 often replaced them with
the devas. Moreover, Aitareya Brihmana 2. 19 contradicts the claim that only
Brahmans can bring success to a sattra. The example given is of Kavasa Ailusa, son
of a non-brahman and a slave woman, who proved to be more successful in the
saterathan others. Jaiminiya Brihmana?2. 299 and 2. 387 name the participants of
sartra (sattrins) after their leader (grhapati). For example, in Kausitaki Brihmana
23.8 they are called jabalagrhapatayah, after Satyakima Jabala™.

Sacrificial fees (daksind) were not a custom in the satzras. It was said that it
was their Zzman that replaced the fee. It seems that they became a norm for the
vratyas when performing the vrityastoma. There it was customary to have a
sponsor of the sacrifice (yajamana) who then employed an officiating priest
(adhvaryu) along with his assistants. Pontillo drew ample evidence from the not-
so-early Srautasitra texts and postulated that vrityastoma required the attending
vratyas to provide their grhapati at the end of the sroma with thirty-three cows
each. But there seem to be some differences. Pontillo wonders whether the number
thirty-three is not according to the traditional number of gods, but it also almost
matches up with the syllables in anusrubh (which are thirty-two). Still, Pontillo
considers it more likely that the required number thirty-three originated much
earlier, when it may be better linked to the divine vrazyas”.

A further distinctive detail has been revealed regarding sthapati/grhapatiand
the vratyas™ involving Budha, the son of Soma, the great-grandfather of the divine
vratyas, and their sthapati. In verse 2 of the 7indya-Maha-Brihmana XXIV, 18,
the crucial point of celebration and loss of privilege is documented. Namely, the
divine vrityas arranged for a large sacrificial event (sartram 4sara) with sthapati
Budha at the helm. They went ahead with the consecration without asking Varuna
for a sacrificial spot. Varuna cursed them: «I am excluding you from participating
in the sacrificial ritual. You should not be able to recognise the path to the gods
(devayina)». Therefore, no Aavis, etc., was brought to them. But eventually Budha
was consecrated [...] so whoever performs the sixty-one-night sarera (ekasastiritra)
will obtain success.

36. The narrative of Satyakima shows among other things how he was accepted by a teacher
as a Brahmana - for his speaking the truth when he was asked for his lineage, he just repeated what
his mother had told him, namely, that he had not had one. Olivelle 1998, 219-223.

37. Candotti—Pontillo 2015. Cf. also fn. 41.

38. Paricavimsa Brihmana or Tandya-Maha-Brihmana XXIV. 18. Cf. Hauer 1927, 85ft.
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On account of the vrityas’ negligence, the sthapari doubly disowned the
divine vrdtyas. Therefore, the vricyas lost their way to heaven. They thus lost both
their position and identity. Their state became truly liminal. Their in-between
condition was spelled out as their not having their sthapati, nor access to heaven.
Atonement was essential for vritya practices, although perhaps not initially, as
there are instances of killing and of expulsion of sacrificers (cf. games of dice)”.

An important inquiry into the vrityastoma is a chapter entitled Aims and
Functions of Vratyastoma Performances, by Candotti and Pontillo *. The
vratyastomas were used as a kind of atonement that allowed the vrityas to return
to their societies. It is said that after the sroma they were fit to engage in social
intercourse. The authors cast light on important aspects of vritya activities and
document significant changes in the development of the ritual performances. The
vratyastomaexamples from the early srautasources provide information regarding
a major change in the ritualistic practices, in particular that there is a sacrificial fee
and an officially appointed sponsor of the sacrifice (yajamana). Neither of these
features were part of the vraryaritual.

It is difficult to compare the historical events of the transition periods in the
South Asian continent to a European experience (cf. Thomassen 2016), yet there
is a scholarly effort now in progress to understand the transition from the early
migration of the people of Indo-European descent*, specifically, how elements of
sareras (ritual sessions) were adapted into the srauea rituals. It seems likely that a
disruptive liminality generally characterises such epochs. Just as Thomassen
describes Europe in the Middle Ages, from the second half of the 15* century to
the middle of the 17 century, when everything was overturned and there were no
customary boundaries, the epoch portrayed by Vedic textual and archaeological
evidence is similar.

4. Vratya Context and Liminality

In the vrityacontext, the issues of liminality are not solely of the sthapari/ grhapati,

the sareras, but also occur in other contexts. As we learned in the process of

39. Falk 1986, 73-187.

40. Candotti—Pontillo 2015.

41. ‘Aryan’ refers to the people who actually migrated together. Some stayed in what is more
or less the territory of Iran today. Others continued their migration to the South Asian peninsula;
these were known as the Indo-Aryans in the early periods. The name ‘Iran’ is derived from an earlier
form, Aryanam. See Witzel 1999.
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inquiring into the identity and function of sthapati /grhapadi, the leader of the
saterins (the participants in the ritual of a sarera), there are references to expeditions
of the vrityas, but also references to the conclusion of Vedic students’ studies, to
ritual killing, etc.

What is it that makes the vrdzyas and their leader liminal? From the gleaned
examples, we can see that the vrazyas led a hyphenated or double life, as some of
them belonged to the ruling family, and / or were also professional priests, yet we
also learned that there were merchants and landowners who participated in
expeditions, described in the text in euphemistic terms in today’s view, as vrdtyim
caranti or vratyam dhavayanti®. The sattras bracketed the raiding expeditions,
before and after* and served as a kind of expiation ritual, allowing the vratyas to
re-enter the more ordinary life of their societies.

We understand that the sthapati or grhapati was in a liminal position,
especially at the sarera, as he was the leader of the rituals. He would have to be
consecrated, prior to which, he had to abstain from his customary life among a
tribal community for 3 days. He was in a state inconsistent with leadership which
might generally be imagined as active. He was portrayed lying down on a rough-
boarded cart, as if dead, his bow unstrung, as a sign of being completely inactive.

The liminality of grhapati /sthapati lay in the fact that although he
underwent arduous preparations for the sattra and collateral activities, he would
not, in early times, receive any of the plunder. In an adverse case, when he
attempted to keep the spoils, the members of the sodality harassed and threatened
him until he surrendered the booty. The recorded example is of Dilbhya.

An obvious example would be the framework and the first beginning of the
Mahabhairata, where Saunaka, a vratya by any measure, is the officiating grhapadi.

The Mahibhiratahas not one beginning, but two, and there might also be a
third one. It is commonly known that the Mahabhirara was first recited at King
Janamejaya’s Snake Sacrifice (sarpasarera). The king was the sponsor / patron of
the sacrifice (yajamana) **; the officiating ritual performer (grhapat) was
Saunaka®, and the location was the Naimisa Forest. We find at least two pieces of
information here, which in the larger context of the Vedic, but mainly late Vedic

42. Harzer 2015.

43. Apastamba Srautasiitra22. 5. 4.

44. Does the Janamejaya functioning as a patron (yajamana) of the sacrifice at the sarpasartra
already indicate the transition to the sraura practices?

45. Bowles 2019, 177. Bowles uses the spelling sazra, which is generally considered an early
form of sattra. Cf. Kithaka Samhiti, where both forms occur.
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text, are Sattraand the Naimisa Forest. Sazerais a ‘sitting ritual’ lasting one day* or
twelve days, and sometimes differing lengths of time, such as sixty-one nights.
Even though it seems that there were a large number of participants, saceras were
secretive performances, and to date no exactly identifiable geographic location has
been determined, and perhaps never will be, as they may have been mobile events”.

I suspect that the Mahibhirata still preserved this liminality, as many of the
major protagonists exhibited certain features that would fit vrarya characteristics.
This is also Vassilkov’s claim*. What comes to mind is Yudhisthira’s dog (which
perhaps Tiziana Pontillo inquired into). Wolves, dogs, and even bears were
symbolic animals which played an important role in different ancient European
sodalities, as Falk (1986, other articles) and others were able to identify. Dogs and
wolves in particular featured in other parts of what we might call the Indo-
European homelands. Yaroslav Vassilkov was able to show how these animals were
part of such sodalities and how these non-subtropical fauna betrayed their locales.
At the same time, there was a change from canines and also bears, to more
subtropical fauna, such as tigers and lions®.

Although Petteri Koskikallio discussed Vaka / Baka / Kesin Dalbhya (other
forms: Darbhi / Darbhya) throughout his book-length article, his charts provide a
good overview of the collected references. Focusing on Dilbhya (Baka Dalbhya)*°,
based on textual evidence from Vedic ritual, Epic, and Puranic sources, the charts
avail a glimpse of the importance of Dilbhya as a ritualist, king (yajamana), and
grhapati (sthapati), as well as naimisiyanam udgatr of sattra in the early records®.
Baka Dilbhya is also identified with Glava Maitreya; both are mentioned as Vedic
students. Koskikallio knows that the form vakais derived from vrka, meaning wolf,
and that both Baka Dilbhya / Glava Maitreya appear with dogs™.

Dog- and wolf-warriors have existed since the early Bronze age (fourth or
third millennium BCE) on the Eurasian steppes™. It is quite impressive to find the
wolf (vrka /vaka /baka) representation in India, as the example of Vaka /Baka

46. Falk 1985. According to Falk’s detailed exposition of the sazzra, the norm for the vrityas
was either a two-day sarera or a twelve-day sarera.

47. Cf. Hiltebeitel 1998, 170-171, and Hiltebeitel 2001.

48. Vassilkov 2015.

49, Vassilkov 2009; Vassilkov 2015.

50. Koskikallio 1999, 380-387.

51. Chandogya Upanisad 1. 2. 14.

52. Chandogya Upanisad 1. 12. 1-5, Koskikallio 1999, 380. Also, VakajitakaNo. 300 (vaka =
wolf).

53. Koskikallio 1999.

122



THE LIMINALITY OF GRHAPATI

Dalbhya shows™. One may ask why, in the earliest mentions of Dilbhya, he was
referred to as kesin, ‘the hairy one.”

The early form ‘Vaka’, which became standardised as ‘Baka,” as in Baka
Dilbhya, is vrka in Sanskrit. In the Euro-Asian steppes, sodalities of dog and wolf
warriors were widespread®. There Vassilkov points to two dog episodes in the
Mahibhirata. One is the narrative of Trita, in Mahibhirara 9. 35°°. When his
brothers (Ekata and Dvita — all three sons of Prajapati / Brahman) plan to rob him,
awolf appears and Trita runs away. He eventually punishes his brothers by turning
them into wolves forced to roam the forest. This leads to the supposition that
when the brothers were banished, they were deprived of any economic support
and hence had to survive as robbers. The second narrative is the quite well-known
episode of Yudhisthira, who refused to enter heaven without his loyal dog. And
then Indra, who is already recognised as being associated with vrizyas in studies on
the subject™, appears to solve the question.

Vassilkov suggests that since we do not find any purusavyighrain the Vedic
texts (samhitas?), the source for this term may lie at the “basis” of the Mahabharata:
cf. ‘tiger-man’ or also ‘lion-man,” with their frequent repetitions accompanying
the appellations of heroes or kings™®.

By the way, in his conclusion, Koskikallio unfortunately missed the
opportunity to see a clue in the gradual maligning / deprecation of Baka Dilbhya,
even though, interestingly, the memory of his practices, as far as we know, lasted
over a number of centuries, to over two millennia in Central India,

Chandogya Upanisad 1. 1-10 is about the High Chant as represented by the
syllable OM. When Baka Dilbhya learned about it”, he became the udgatr priest
of the people of Naimisa. This put him in a position to fulfil the needs and desires
of those people.

In another section, Chiandogya Upanisad 1. 8., three men mastered the High
Chant “OM”. One of them was Dilbhya. His full name was Caikitayana Dalbhya
(we know Dilbhya as Keéin and also as Baka / Vaka (Sanskrit vrka), who

54. The form Vaka occurs only in the earliest texts; it soon changes, perhaps to reflect some
regional pronunciation. See the table in Koskikallio 1999, 300ft.

55. Vassilkov 2015.

56. Vassilkov referred to Lincoln 1976. Vassilkov does not give the precise quotation for Trita
chasing away his brothers. He talks about two episodes with dogs but refers to one wolf and one dog.

57. Dore 2015.

58. Vassilkov 2015, 236.

59. Chandogya Upanisad 1. 2. 13. Olivelle 1996, 99ff.
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sometimes has a double, Glava Maitreya)®. The three men quizzed each other and
found that they were not fully knowledgeable, particularly Dilbhya. But they
learned from each other; otherwise, there was the threat that their heads would
shatter, as they would say to each other. Then they were hired to perform some
rituals. A known performer by the name of Usasti Cakriyana appeared as the three
were setting up for the performance®'. Usasti repeated the phrase «shattering their
heads» in case they did not know to what deity their signing was linked. All three
stopped, and Usasti took over all their roles, stipulating that they should stay and
sing. He (Usasti) asked to be given the same fee as the priests, to which the king
consented. The three priests asked Usasti to teach them the correct links to the
deities, so their heads would not shatter. He did this. So, this could be called the
education of the novice priests, one of them being Dilbhya.

The next section of the Chandogya Upanisad starts with the High Chant of
Dogs, where Dilbhya appears as Baka Dilbhya (or was it Glava Maitreya, his
double?). On his way, he observed some dogs gathered around a white dog, whom
they were asking to get them jobs singing praise songs at the rituals because they
were very hungry. The white dog asked them to return the next morning. Baka
Dilbhya came the next day to find out how he could get a job singing and observed
that the dogs were holding on to each other’s backs, moving covertly, which was
comparable to the priests as they moved into secret places to sing songs of praise,
making the sound ‘hum’ as they sat down. They sang for food and drink, appealing
to Varuna, Prajapati and Savitr: «Bring food ..., OM!»“.

This narrative and the similar ones can provide us with some clues as to some
of the missing or deleted passages. According to Koskikallio, at times Baka Dalbhya
was not a very successful ritualist, while at other times he was. Here we have an
example of how one could become successful - by initially practicing with others
who were at the same stage, wishing to earn some livelihood by performing
ritualistic functions and then eventually having access to someone like Usasti
Cikrayana, who could teach them the connection to the deities. And there is a lot
to know, seeing how important the High Chant® is. And indeed, there is the

60. Ibid,, 1. 8. 1.

61. Usasti went begging for food and got some groats from a rich man. An interesting
discussion occurred when the rich man offered him something to drink. Usasti refused, as it would
be leftovers. He considered it optional to drink, whereas he would die from lack of food. He took
some of the groats to his prepubescent wife (2ziki). Then, he went to look for work. Chindogya
Upanisad1. 10. 1-5.

62. Chandogya Upanisad1.12. 1-5.

63. Ibid,, 1. 13, etc.
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appearance of Rudras and Maruts, and they figure in the central position in the
grouping of threes in the different pressings of Soma®.

The study of early religious, cultural, and social history is especially important
when there is still a very-much-living representation of practices, customs, and
historical tradition observable in contemporary times. And this is all the more
critical because much of the evidence of the early practices seems to have been
removed or obliterated in various ways on account of radical changes in the socio-
political realm. Numerous scholars have established that, apart from the Indo-
European sodalities, others were traversing large stretches of the Eurasian plains /
grasslands and eventually spreading in every direction, following various paths to
their final destination, mostly by chance. The vrazya narrative is one of these. And
their distributed living representation is still evident, as described below.

S. Khandobi and the Marginalised Vritya Status

Regarding the many different types of sodalities, it seems that the formation of
such groups preceded the practices in South Asia and were introduced with
migration. The evidence of this is still detectable. Sontheimer was able to
contribute a great deal to our understanding of this enigma. Kapila Vatsyayan, in
her Forewordto the essays collected in King of Hunters, Warriors and Shepherds,
pointed to Sontheimer’s understanding of Indian civilisation, both in details and
in terms of his approach. His research on the vrityas was conducted in the second
half of the 20" century and has been collected in the above-mentioned title. The
following material was drawn from this work to substantiate claims that various
vratya practices persist in a fairly large part of the Indian subcontinent.

In the section titled the Social Separareness of Some Followers of Rudra and
Khandobai, in the chapter on Rudra and Khandobi , Sontheimer recalls Taittiriya
Brihmana 4. 5. 3: taskarinam, [...], paricariyiranyinam parih, meaning ‘chief of

265

Thiefs and those who roam about in the woodlands™. At the same time, Rudra is

64. Ibid, e.g. 3.16.1-7. It should be noted that in this section, which starts with the declaration
that the sacrifice is a man. There are three pressings of Soma, in the morning pressing, gayarri metre
is employed. Gapatrrhas twenty-four syllables for the man’s first twenty-four years. The following
forty-four years of the man are represented by the forty-four syllables of the zrisrubh in the midday
pressing. Itis dedicated to the Rudras. Trisrubhhas twenty-two syllables, so this case seems to involve
a doubling. The man’s next forty-eight years represent the third pressing, this is performed with the
Jjagatimetre, which is said to have forty-eight syllables.

65. Sontheimer 1997, 93.
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lord of the forest / trees as well as fields: ksetranam parihin Taiteiriya Brahmana 4.
S.2g%. He can be invoked to protect and is a guardian of groups such as Ramost’s,
who have special rights in the Khandoba practices. Similarly, Khandoba, lord of
robbers, is at the same time a protector of the fields (ksezrapal). Also close to Rudra
are the nisadas, hunters, fishermen, and robbers ( 7aittiriya Samhiti 4. 5. 4)’. The
leader of these ethnic groups, Rudra is called “sthapar’” which incidentally is the
title of the nisadachief*, an ethnic group which seems to be closely associated with
the Kuru—Pasicilas®.

Sontheimer found the ethnic groups, such as Malhir Kolis and Mahadev
Kolis, were traditional Maharashtrian hunters and fishermen, engaged in
predatory activities. These groups were the first to serve Mahidev. Mahadeva (the
Sanskrit version)” is one of the names for Rudra in Atharvaveda 15. 5. 6 and
Maitriyani Samhita 2. 9. 17", Rudra is the best trader (vanjja), for example,
Taittiriya Samhita 4. 5. 2k™. As a lord of hunters, Rudra’s special weapon is the
bow and three arrows, more natural than Indra’s vajra.

In the Satapatha Brihmana, Rudra is asked to loosen the bow ( Zaittiriya
Samhiti4. S. 11 and others). The bow (jyahnoda) is also the weapon of the vrityas
and of the Ekavritya. The unstrung bow of Mailar (another name for Rudra) plays
an important role in the Dasari festival in Devaragudda. The height of the bow is
eight metres. At the festival, the eldest Vaggaya”™ of the Kuruba caste climbs an
eight-metre high pole at the peak of the festival. Vaggaya, the eldest Kuruba
communicates with Mailar; the Kuruba personifies the god. Sontheimer proposes
a comparison between this Vaggayya and Ekavritya because of their respective
performance of some cosmogonic rituals. Sontheimer then says, «His

66. Ibid.

67. Ibid.

68. Nisadas were an ethnic group in the Chambal river area, which is southwest of the Yamuna
river. Cf. Witzel.1999. According to Rau, when combined in a compound such as nisidasthapai, it
is a karmadharayaand translates as ‘sthapatiwho is a nisida .

69. For example, not only Dilbhya was closely connected with them, but there was a
requirement for an uninitiated (adliksita) to spend three days among the nisidas before a religious
event in order to become initiated.

70. Many of the Sanskrit names have been adopted into modern regional languages with slight
modification, as in this case; others have undergone considerably greater modification, resulting in
their Sanskrit origin being hardly recognisable.

71. The Sanskrit textual references, which Sontheimer provided, have not been consulted.

72. Sontheimer 1997.

73. The description of the performance of the ritual is repurposed from Sontheimer 1997, 94.
Vaggaya is also spelled Vaggayya — variation is often witnessed in renderings of local names.
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communion with Mailar at this moment very much reminds us of the activities of
the Ekavratya, or rather, the sthapat/* of the Vratyas, who becomes the Ekavratya
by performing certain cosmogonic rituals» ”>. He is thereby identified with
Mahideva, Rudra, Iéana, etc. Then Sontheimer reminds us that in Arharvaveda
15. 1, it says, «He became the Ekavratya, he took to himself a bow, that was Indra’s
bow>».

There are several questions that arise with respect to the topic of the vraryas.
Why did they disappear from the textual heritage? Why would anyone want to
lead an unstable life when the society had become stabilised by settling or semi-
settling (still moving to new pastures, for example)? Why do the early records, for
example the early Upanisads, show them always hungry, often trying to get by with
occasional employment doing what is translated as ‘singing,” that is, singing praise
songs and such. Falk” pondered this issue but soon realised that those who were
ready to embrace vrityahood were marginalised by their economic and social
status’’.

6. Conclusions

From the description of the one instance in which grhapati, as the head of a family
unit comprising blood relatives, slaves, servants, cattle keepers, guests, occasional
drop-ins, cattle, sheep, etc., was returning from an expedition, of which most likely
he was the head, also head of sartras, we might surmise that by engaging in the
vratya sodality, it was actually possible to become wealthy enough to be able to
care for a large family unit.

Sontheimer’s astute research regarding the various ethnic groups in several
central states on the Indian peninsula shows that they have continued to preserve
a very ancient heritage of festivals, with reverence and dedicated representation of
the tradition, to contemporary times. Many elements of the attire and behaviour
at these festivals, in which adherents will behave like dogs at certain points, for
example, believably point to the heritage going back to the steppes of Western and
central areas, as presented by Vassilkov.

74. 1 took the liberty of not copying sthapari with the long / 4 / as it may have crept in
surreptitiously.

75. Sontheimer 1997, 94.

76. Falk 1986, 51.

77. Ibid. Also, cf. the narrative of Satyakima Jabala in Chandogya Upanisad4. 4. 1ft.
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It has to be acknowledged that Vassilkov’s and Sontheimer’s work puts the
textual research in a relevant context, which may eventually become the
framework for the claim that the vrityas were one of the groups that roamed in
ancient times, similarly to a number of other sodalities. Practices resembling those
of the vrityas go back to the 4" or 3 millennium BCE, in the context of sodalities
of dog- or wolf-warriors who roamed the Eurasian steppe and surrounding areas
up to late medieval times. It can hardly be doubted that the vrityas existed and that
they derived from an Indo-European background. Vassilkov provides the external
evidence of localisation and Sontheimer corroborates this with internal evidence
on the ground in central South Asia. In particular, the bracketing framework of
these scholars may lay to rest the nationalistic theory that the original movement
was from the South Asian peninsula outward, that is, that the peninsula was the
original homeland of South Asian people. The work of Russian archaeologists and
ethnographers provides plenty of evidence that the movement was into India,
instead of being out from India.
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Abstract

The Ambopakhyina is widely acknowledged as the most renowned case of liminality in
the Mahabhirata, especially in terms of the narrative agency of female characters. Several
scholars have examined it from diverse viewpoints, especially as concerns the Vedic back-
ground of the prototypical bond between Rudra and Amba. With respect to such starus
quaestionis, this paper mainly focuses on the ambiguities arising from Amba undertaking
the ascetic path, given her status of unmarried woman. However, first and foremost, it in-
quires into the details of “how” she managed to be granted a very special boon by Ru-
dra/Siva. Hence, some tentative issues to further reconsider Amba’s character as an ascetic
will be advanced, mainly via reconsideration of lexical choices in selected sets of slokas in
the Ambopikhyina, and through comparison with another recipient of Siva’s boon, ie.
the rapasvini Arundhati.

Keywords: Rudra, Amba, Ascetic, tapasvini, vritya culture, stridharma.

1. Introduction’

The story of Amba has always been of great interest as a renowned Mahibhirata
(MBh) case study of character liminality, related to both the topic of gender-

*Iwould like to express my sincere gratitude to Tiziana Pontillo for her critical observations,
and to Steve McComas for the English editing. A first draft of this paper was delivered at the Milan
seminar under a different title (4 quére for vengeance. Rudra’s involvement in Amba’s ascetic path
and gender transition). Unless otherwise stated, the translations are all mine.
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bending and the idea of androgyny'. Throughout the 19 century, many eminent
scholars devoted considerable attention to this particular topic from various per-
spectives, all of which contributed to the construction of a general framework in
which the narrative structure and literary interpretation of the Ambopikhyina
may be placed. Smith (1955) conducted one of the first comprehensive philologi-
cal analyses of all the versions of Amba’s story, accounting for a tentative dia-
chrony of the interpolations. From an anthropological and gender-related point of
view, Doniger’s 1980 pivotal work and Goldman (1993) focused primarily on the
text’s perception of the concept of both transsexualism and androgyny, also from
a comparative perspective (Doniger 1999)*. Scheuer (1982) encompassed Amba’s
story in his inquiry into Siva’s key role in the MBh, whereas Jamison (1996, 219)
and Hiltebeitel (2011, 362-83) hinted at the Udyogaparvan version of Amba’s
story, in diachrony with Vedic texts.

Thus far, in terms of literary criticism, the 20t century has been as productive
as the preceding decades. Brodbeck and Black’s 2007 collective work on gender
and narrative gathered many contributions regarding scholars’ literary, textual and
critical analysis of the Ambopikhyina such as Custodi (2007, 208-229), who dis-
cussed the ambivalence of the binomial androgynes Arjuna / Brhannada and
Amba / Sikhandin(i). More recently, Adluri (2016), as regards MBh theology, con-
ducted a philosophical analysis of Amba’s role as the divine androgyne®, whereas
Chakravarti (2018), and Morales-Harley (2019) represent a fresh approach to-
wards Amba’s narrative role and agency. Finally, Howard (2019, 232-235) fo-
cused, inter alia, on Amba’s tapas, acknowledging its often-overlooked details
which the present paper proposes to amplify and corroborate.

By relying on such a background, I will focus primarily on selected lexical
choices of slokas from MBh 5. 187-188 in which the true scale of Amba’s zapasis

1. Amba’s status of being unmarried can be defined as ambiguous due to the development of
her condition: she was kidnapped by Bhisma, together with her sisters — see Mani 1975, 27-29 for a
detailed summary of Amba’s story — during the svayamvara(MBh 5. 170. 1-20); she then refuses to
marry him because already in love with King Silva, then flees (MBh 5. 171. 5-10); once she comes
back to his beau, however, he rejects her since she now belongs Bhisma (MBh 5. 172. 1-5). Therefore,
Amba is not an ordinary maiden, but a woman whose social status is unlawful, because a) the
svayamvara is technically unfulfilled; and b) Salva’s claim of being Amba’s righteous husband is, in
fact, infringed by Bhisma’s act of violence.

2. Along the same lines is Pattanaik’s mention of Ambia, in his overview on Hindu tales about
sexual transformation and gender metamorphosis (2002, 23-24).

3. Adluri 2016, 276: «the Amba narrative — by evoking a constellation of themes central to the
theology of the Goddess such as the divine androgyne [...] - is a vital element of the epic’s philosoph-
ical architecture».
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presented and her obtainment of a boon from Rudra as vraraphala, ‘fruit of vow’.
Then, I will briefly compare her ascetic experience to that of the rapasvini
Arundhati (MBh 9. 47), who was also granted a boon from Siva.

2. Amba’s Quéte for Vengeance: Her Ascetic Path and Tapas

After Rima has repeatedly told Amba that he cannot fulfil his promise to avenge
her by killing Bhisma®, she decides to take the guéte for vengeance upon herself:

na ciham enam yasyami punar bhismam katham cana// 8 //

gamisyami tu tatrdham yatra bhismam tapodhana /

samare parayisyami svayam eva bhygiadvaha// 9 //

evam uktva yayau kanyi rosavyikulalocani /

tapase dhrtasamkalpd mama cintayati vadham// 10 // MBh 5. 187. 8¢-10 //

“[...] and I won’t go back again to Bhisma in any way. But I will go there where
I myself can cause Bhisma to fall in war, o great ascetic, offspring of Bhrgu!”.
After speaking thus, the virgin whose eyes were full of wrath, went away, firmly
resolute on rapas, planning my death in her mind.

Here, I propose an alternative translation of the compound dhrtasamkalpa with
the dative tapase. First of all, T have chosen to stick to Hara’s definition (1998, 634)
of tapas as a «power-substance [...] stored up within the bodies of ascetics in the
course of the practice of severe bodily mortification», and to not translate zapas
itself as ‘austerities’. In fact, I believe that Amba, at that very moment, decided to
resort to asceticism already making its consequences her goal. The compound oc-
curs twice in the MBh in a context of war, conveying the idea of a firm resolution
to achieve a goal perceived as ineluctable’. Van Buitenen (1978, 518) translated it
as, ‘she set her mind on austerities’. However, in order to highlight Amba’s

4. See Brockington 1998, 285; 463, and Thomas 1996, 66-69 as concerns Rama Parasurima’s
championing of Amba and his intervention in other events.

S. In MBh 5. 151. 27 there is a reference to the Pandavas: raras te dhrtasamkalpa yuddhiya
sahasainikih / pindaveyi maharija tam racrim sukham avasan // 27 // “Thereupon the Pandaveyas,
having firmly resolved upon war, great king, passed the night comfortably with their troops’ (van
Buitenen 1978, 468; tr. slightly modified). And in MBh 9. 11. 37, which refers to Kaurava legions
entering the battlefield under the command of Drona’s son: vijaye dhrtasamkalpah samabhityak-
tajivitih / pravisams tavaka rajan hamsa iva mahat sarah // 37 // Your [troops] threw [themselves
on the battlefield] firmly resolute on victory, wholly renouncing their life, like geese in a large lake’.
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«unstoppable force», I propose instead to render it markedly different following
the semantic meaning of the root sam+kip ‘to fix, settle, determine’. Moreover, she
is presented as intensely enraged; her eyes are rosavyikula, ‘full of wrath’, due to
Rama breaking his promise. In actual fact, such seemingly casual hints at her rage
are instead poignant: to be consistent with Hara’s definition, anger should dimin-
ish her zapas, because it is «most responsible for the loss of zapas]...] [and] is called
the enemy of the rapas» (1977, 156). Indeed, if one does not subdue anger, one is
easily subject to the dispersal of energy. However, surprisingly her zapas will, on
the contrary, be increased instead of being discharged. Interestingly, the critical
apparatus reports the varia lectio only attested in K, a Northern manuscript” -
vyakulacerana ‘[whose] consciousness is full of [wrath]’, which is representative of
an even more deeply-rooted negative mindset that, 2 fortiors, should have caused a
great discharge of rapas.

Afterwards, Bhisma became frightened® of Amba, who was steadfastly em-
ploying extreme practices of mortification with the aim of gaining zapas, in order
to bring about his death:

yadaiva hi vanam prayat kanyi s tapase dhrea/

tadaiva vyathito dino gatacetd ivibhavam // 14 //

na hi mam ksatriyah kas cid viryena vijayed yudhi/

rte brahmavidas tira tapasd samsitavrarar// 15 // MBh 5. 187. 14-15 //

When indeed that virgin, firmly resolute upon ascetic heat, moved to the forest,
then indeed I became troubled, afflicted, nearly bereft of sense. Because no Ksat-
riya could ever defeat me in battle by strength, besides the one who knows the
Brahman, dear, whose vow has been sharpened by ascetic heat.

What is most noteworthy is that Bhisma refers to Amba as brahmavid, a Brahman-
knower whose vow has been samsita, sharpened by eapas. In their survey of the
usage of this compound in Vedic and Surra Piraka sources, Neri—Pontillo (2014

6. Howard 2019, 233; ibid.: «She engages in her austerities — not to achieve ultimate spiritual
or marital bliss — but to bring down the icon of patriarchal structures. Her determination shakes
even the heart of Bhisma, who was not shaken by any mighty forces, including those of his Guru
who subdued generations of ksatriyas».

7. See Adluri-Bagchee 2018, 245-258.

8. See Howard 2019, 233: «Perhaps he (= Bhisma) is disturbed by Amba’s austerities because
she is a woman and a woman who is neither married nor unmarried. The Patriarch no doubt feels
threatened by the fact that Amba’s motivation for tapas is not to find a good husband but to gain
the power to slay him».
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[2015], 176) showed how the epithet «may be a specific form of knowledge point-
ing at direct perception of the bréhman and of the gods, ie. at achieving divine
status». This is indicative of how Amba’s ascetic practices are quite advanced and
are directed at achieving a specific goal. It should also be pointed out that the crit-
ical apparatus reports that K, reads bhuviin place of yudhi, which reveals that even
more power is concerned, if she could succeed in decisively annihilating Bhisma,
whom no Ksatriya on earth could ever defeat. As concerns epic usage, instead,
brahmavid is attested in 6. 27. 20°, where it describes the characteristics of those
who pursue the brahman, within the wider context of the fifth adhyaya of the Bha-
gavadgiti and more generally refers to prominent characters, such as the purohita
Dhaumya (2. 69. 9). More importantly, in two Joci it is an epithet of Drona (1.
221.9and 7. 5. 17), who, along with Bhisma, could be representative of the after-
math of vratya culture®.

Furthermore, the bahuvrihi compound samsitavrata with the instrumental
tapasa, is found in the MBh in two other instances: the first is found in the so-
called Kimagita of Asvamedhikaparvan, a didactic tale told by Krsna to
Yudhisthira", in which Kama affirms that no one can suppress desire, i.e. destroy
himself, not even one whose vow has been sharpened by tapas'®. However, it is
significant, in my opinion, that the second instance occurs in an excised interpola-
tion (App. 1, no. 55) of an older version of Amba's story in Adiparvan. Smith, who
extensively discussed and analysed this interpolation, recognises it as «the origi-
nal version from which the longer ones (in V' 187-188) develop»'*, due to the pres-
ence of Skanda in place of Siva®. Skanda gives Amba a sraja, a magic ‘garland’ that,
if worn, bestows the power to kill Bhisma. Then, she asks Drupada for help, giving

9. MBh 6. 27. 20: na prahrsyer privam pripya nodvijer pripya caprivam / sthirabuddhir
asammiidho brahmavid brahmani sthitah // 20 // ‘May he not rejoice after reaching the desired [=
good], nor may he tremble after reaching the undesired [= evil], the one who has a solid intelligence,
the one who is not confused, the one who knows the Brahman, stands in the Brahman’. On this
matter see Brockington 1998, 273, as regards the Brahman being exalted «as both the goal of Yoga
and as an external agency».

10. I refer to Pontillo 2016, 205, where she calls them «vritya-seniors».

11. Agarwal 2002, 204.

12. MBh 14. 13. 16: yo mam prayatate hantum tapasi samsitavratah / tatas tapasi tasyitha
punah pridurbhavimy aham// 16 // “The one whose vow is sharpened by ascetic heat, who should
try to kill me, indeed I shall become manifest again in his ascetic heat’.

13. Smith 1955, 108-125.

14. Ibid.,, 121.

15. See also Scheuer 1982, 139, n. 20.
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him the garland, and at his refusal'®

, she runs away leaving him with the unwanted
token. In the pida, Amba is categorised as vyudastim sarvalokesu, ‘dispersed
among people’, and rapasd samsitavratim, ‘whose vow is sharpened by rapas’
(App. 1, no. 55.91).

Which brings us to the first round of Amba’s ascetic experience recounted a

few slokas later in the text after Bhisma has expressed his concern over it:

54 tu kanyd maharija pravisyasramamandalam /

yamunatiram asritya tapas tepe timanusam// 18 //

nirahari krsa rioksa jarili malapariking /

san mdsan viyubhaksi ca sthinubhuiti tapodhania// 19 //

yamunatiram dsidya samvatsaram athiparam /

udavisam nirihird parayam dsa bhamini// 20 //

Sirnaparpena caikena parayam 4sa caparam /

samvatsaram tivrakopa padingusthagradhisthica// 21 //

evam dvidasa varsini tipayim dsa rodasi/

nivartyamandpi tu si jaatibhir naiva sakyare// 22 // MBh 5. 187.18-22 //

Great king, the virgin after entering into a territory of hermitages and seeking
refuge on the bank of the Yamuni, built up divine ascetic energy. Abstaining
from food, emaciated, soiled, [her hair] twisted together, covered with dust and
mire, and for six months eating [only] air, [she] became an ascetic rich in ascetic
heat" immovable [as a tree trunk]. Remaining seated near the bank of the Ya-
muni, that shining woman withstood another full year of no food and [having]
the water as [her] house. And moreover, she survived another full year on a sin-
gle withered leaf, boiled with intense [anger] while standing on the tips of her
big toes. She generated ascetic heat in this way for twelve years turning it toward
heaven and earth and she could not be dissuaded from it even by [her] relatives.

An often-overlooked detail is the fact that her ascetic practices consisting in
nirihara ‘fasting’®, and vayubhaksa ‘feeding off air’ are exceptionally qualified as
atimanusa, ‘superhuman’ or ‘divine’. In fact, the adjective is mostly employed in
the MBh to qualify deeds of various entities, but never once does it refer to ascetic

16. See Smith 1955, 122: «There seems to be some confusion in the poet’s mind as to whether
the garland is a bribe, a bond [...] or talisman. [...] it lays an obligation without any guarantee of
success and the ksatriyas and Drupada seem chary of it for that reason».

17. The critical apparatus registers tapasvinias varia lectio read in Ky, D3, Dsand M1.2.

18. Baldissera (2018, 75-78) recently surveyed the ascetic practice of food abstention in the
epic.
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practices”’. Once again it is also noted that she manages to not discharge energy,
despite being tvrakopa, ‘boiling with intense anger’. For the second time, the text
hints at her being powerfully enraged, yet her ascetic energy is actually widening
instead of narrowing. Moreover, it is noteworthy that even her jAas ‘relatives’
could not dissuade her, a sign that her ascetic practices may have truly reached a
stage in which she has detached herself from earthly bonds.

She ultimately became a tapodhana, ‘[woman] rich in zapas’, an epithet which
occurs 7 times in the feminine, referring to the goddess Uma (MBh 13. 129. 38),
Kunti (MBh 1. 148. 2), Draupadi (App. 1, no. 95. 68)*° as well as Yayati’s daughter,
Midhavi (MBh 5. 119. 21 and App. 1, no. 52. 7-8)*', who both obtained the boon
of renewable virginity**. The last occurrence is registered in MBh 13. 134. 47,
where Ganga calls tapodhanian ideal woman who fulfils her own stridharma. One
might wonder about the reason for employing such an epithet to describe a
woman who does not comply with her stridharma at all. Indeed, Amba’s role has
been consistently analysed in comparison with other women — at her character’s
expense — under the paradigm of extreme gender role polarisation®, but if no-
where does the text judge her autonomy harshly, why do we? Instead, she paved
her own way, as a woman unencumbered by stridharma™, and lexical references
are indeed indicative of the respect she earned, if not within the story, at least in
the eyes or in the intentions of the narrator™.

In this regard, it is possible to establish a parallel with the story Indra tells Bha-
radvija’s daughter Srucavati — who practised rapasin order to conquer Indra’s love

19. The adjective occurs 28 times throughout the text qualifying mainly exploits (630*. 1 after
1. 68.7; 1. 68. 9; 94. 25; 96. 46; 109. 4; 1214*. 3 after 1. 114. 24ab; 152. 11; 3. 12. 2; 231. 17; 254. 10;
4.32.18; 7. 40. 3; 73. 36; 43; 113. 24; 8. 32. 35; 9. 11. 20); appearance (1. 142. 1); tales (3. 98. 2);
valour (4. 32. 36; 12. 29. 122); thrills (5. 8. 9); common (13. 5. 8) and superhuman behaviour (7. 88.
8; 14. 8. 32); the Adhyatma (12. 238. 20); beings (12. 245. 2), and the basics of daily life (14. 86. 20).

20. MBh App. 1, no. 95. 68: nityakalam subhiksis te paicals tu tapodhane// 68 // ‘And now,
woman rich in ascetic heat, the Paficilas have constantly abundant supplies’.

21. MBh 5. 119. 21: etasminn antare caiva madhavi si tapodhand / myrgacarmaparitangi
paridhaya mpgarvacam// 21 // ‘And in that place, Madhavi the rich in ascetic heat, after having worn
a deer’s skin, moved in a circle with her limbs covered in deer [skin]’.

22. See Brodbeck 2009, 169, n. 10.

23. T am referring to what Dasgupta 2000, 54 stated, by analysing parallelisms between the
dynamics of Amba and Madhavi’s literary role, from which emerges an overall discouraging assess-
ment: «both are tools for male ambitions».

24. Howard 2019, 34.

25. Smith 1955, 160-161 acknowledges the author’s originality in his sympathetic approach to
Amba’s character.
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— of how Arundhati obtained a boon from Siva, within the broader frame of
Balarama’s arrival at the sacred #rtha Badarapacana™.

[bhagavan harah |...] “bravit]

bhavadbhir himavatprsthe yat tapah samuparjitam /

asyds ca yat tapo viprd na samam tan matam mama// 41 //

anayi hi tapasvinyd tapas taptam suduscaram /

anasnantyd pacantyi ca sama dvadasa paritah // 42 //

tatah provica bhagavims tim evirundhatim punah /

varam vrnisva kalyani yat te "bhilasitam hrdi//43 // MBh 9. 47. 41-43 //

[The Divine Destroyer [...] said:] “The ascetic heat acquired by you at the top
of the Mountain, is not equal to her ascetic heat, o sages, this is my opinion.
Indeed, from this ascetic (woman) was generated an inaccessible ascetic heat,
twelve years were endured by cooking without eating”. Then the Divine spoke
again to Arundhati: “Virtuous woman, choose for yourself the boon which is
desired in [your] heart”.

If we look at both passages, we see that both women endure harsh penances for the
same period of time, that is dvidasa, ‘twelve years’ (5. 187. 22; 9. 47. 42) and Siva
acknowledges that Arundhati’s zapasis indeed suduscara, a formulaic adjective for
describing exceptional zapas, inaccessible to most, the meaning of which is ‘very
arduous’ or, in Hara’s (1998) translation, ‘hard to practice’”. We have already
mentioned that anger is an enemy of rapas, whereas patience and endurance are its
activators™, thus, Arundhati’s mindset towards ascetic practices is consistent with
the model tapasvin(i) who does not yield to anger, in contrast with Amba. None-

theless, Siva had previously acknowledged Arundhati’s patience in enduring

26. On the matter see Hiltebeitel 2016, 76-77 and Szdler 2017, 334-335. Note also that
Srucavati is referred to in the same way as Amba, Ze. dhrravrat (whose] vows are firm’, denoting
the devotion the woman puts into her ascetic path (9. 47. 1-2). However, Amba’s zapasis considered
Jjihma, ‘dishonest’ (5. 187. 33), and is directed towards revenge, whereas Srucavati’s rapas is blessed
by Indra and directed towards conquering the god’s love due to which she consequently obtains
svarga — cf. Sutton 2000, 86 and Brodbeck 2009, 44, n. 10.

27. For a survey of some MBh occurrences of the adjective, with respect to practical aspects of
tapas, cf. Hara 1998, 636. Furthermore, it seems that in the MBh it often characterises the zapas of
deities such as Vigvarapa (5. 9. 6), the Supreme One Purusa (12. 331. 47), Danu (13. 19. 20), Aditi
(13. 82.25); and zsis such as Baladhi (3. 136. 4), Uttanka (3. 192. 9); or other beings such as cows (13.
78. 1). It also occurs as an attribute of purificatory acts (5. 9. 31).

28. Hara 1977, 158.
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twelve years of generating ascetic heat under proper niyama, ‘[self-]control’®.

From the comparison, one can see how Amba not only endured worse penances
for the same period of time, but also, that she is entitled to amass the same amount
of, and even more rapas despite her susceptibility to anger.

Furthermore, Amba’s sworn revenge is highly feared by Ganga who is indeed
concerned for her son’s fate. The goddess is determined to dissuade Amba from
her goal of gaining even more ascetic merits, which could indeed cause Bhisma’s

defeat®.

sainam athabravid rajan kreagjalir anindica /

bhismo rimena samare na jitas carulocane // 30 //

ko ‘nyas tam utsahej jetum udyatesum mahipatim /

saham bhismavinasiya tapas tapsye sudarupam// 31 //

cardmi prehivim devi yatha hanyam aham nrpam/

etad vrataphalam dehe parasmin syad yarhia hime// 32 // MBh 5. 187.30-32//

King, then, that irreproachable [girl] replied, showing respect: “Beautiful-eyed
one, Bhisma was not defeated by Rima in combat, who could ever have
[enough] power to defeat that earth-lord whose arrows [are always] ready? I will
manage to generate a very dreadful ascetic energy [fit to realise] Bhisma’s anni-
hilation. Goddess (= Ganga), I walk the earth. Thus, I myself could slay the king!

1»

May this indeed be the fruit of my vow in another body

The cognate construction tapas tap- is matched with sudiruna ‘dreadful’, which
is consistently attested mainly in contexts of war where in 30 instances it occurs as
an attribute of yuddha, but it can also be found in reference to prominent charac-
ters, and as an attribute of events and wonders, etc.”. Remarkably, this adjective

29.See MBh 9. 47. 32a: arundhatim raro drstva tivram niyamam asthitim / “Then, having seen
Arundhati undertaking severe [self-]control [...]’; and MBh 9. 47. 39¢: prito 'smi tava dharmajiie tap-
asd niyamena ca/ ‘Law-knowing (woman) I am pleased with your ascetic heat and your [self-] con-
trol’.

30. See Howard 2019, 235-236: «Amba knows that [...] she will have to take another birth
because her female body prevents her from going to battle with the mighty warrior. Although her
feminine gender [...] is constant, Amba’s biological sex is transformed and used as an instrument for
her revenge. [...] Amba’s intense tapas becomes threatening. Bhisma, his mother Gang, ascetics, and
gods all grow wary of the power of Amba’s tapas».

31. As an attribute of: a) general kinds of conflict (MBh 3. 12. 54; 6. 117.29; 7. 23. 19; 35. 14;
64. 31; 94. 7; 107. 5; hand-to-hand combat in MBh 3. 154. 42; military array in MBh 6. 83. 17); b)
despicable people and demons (MBh 1. 56. 18; 3. 43. 6; 264. 73; 7. 48. 47; 8. 49. 31; 12. 110. 7; 149.
96; 228. 55 290. 42); ¢) prominent characters (Dhundhu in MBh 3. 193. 16; Laksmana in MBh 3.
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also occurs twice as an attribute of mdy4, ‘extraordinary supernatural power’; in
one instance, it is ascribed to the Dinavas, feared by Arjuna (MBh 3. 168. 24), and
in the other, it characterises the magic conjured up by Bhima’s son, Ghatotkaca
(MBh 6. 90. 39). In addition, it is even employed to describe Siva’s rejas(MBh 12.
274. 5), but to the best of my knowledge, it appears only twice as an attribute of a
particular type of formidable zapas. The first instance is found in the Niriniyapar-
van (MBh 12. 321-339), acknowledged, on the one hand, as containing a high
number of Vedic references (Brockington 1998, 13), on the other, as one of the
sources in which Pafcaritra’s earliest ideas on creation theory can be found
(Misawa 2016), and it is also often linked to Epic Samkhya cosmology (Brocking-
ton 1999; Adluri 2016, 293-300)**. Here, VaiSampayana tells Janamejaya that the
gods underwent dreadful zapas which is brahmoktam and vedakalpitam:

[brahmana sirdham rsayo vibudhis|

te tapah samupdtisthan brahmoktam vedakalpitam /

sa mahaniyamo nama tapascaryd sudirund // 40 //

ardhvam drstir bihavas ca ekigram ca mano "bhavat/

ekapadasthitih samyak kisthabhurih samihitah// 41 // MBh 12. 327. 40-41 //

The 55 and the gods, along with Brahmi, approached the zapas revealed by
Brahmai and regulated by the Vedas. This dreadful rapas practise is called
Mahaniyama, ie. great [self-Jcontrol. The manas stayed fixing [the focus] on
one point, [while they stayed] with [their] sight and [their] arms upwards, at the

271.23; Dronain MBh 7. 13. 8; Jamadagni’s grandson in MBh 12. 49. 29); d) Agni (MBh 4. 59. 21);
¢) extraordinary — both positive and negative — happenings (MBh 5. 141. 55 6. 61. 9; 7. 6. 29; 166. 26;
8.26.38; 9. 22. 20; 23; 16. 3. 20); f) and general actions (MBh 12. 286. 28; 13. 9. 10); g) weapons
(MBh 6.78. 31; 6.98.20;7.73. 18; 7. 90. 20; 7. 141. 5; 29; 8. 38. 37; 9. 13. 22; 9. 22. 88); h) emotions
(MBh 3. 247. 39; 5. 20. 10; 6. 81. 34; 7. 120. 84; 154. 2; 9 .28. 74; 13. 61. 24; 118. 12); i) tales and
speech-related terms (MBh 1.2. 61; 1. 46. 24; 3. 188. 84; 189. 6; 5. 58. 16; 6. 99. 41; 5. 104. 6); j) time
(MBh 1742%. 3 after 1. 163. 15; 9. 47. 37; 9. 21. 43); k) sounds (MBh 7. 73. 16; 9. 23. 13; 10. 1. 27);
1) sacrifices and sazzras (MBh 1. 48. 2; 9. 40. 13); m) physical appearance (MBh 8. 51. 102; 9. 55. 12);
n) places (MBh 2. 22. 33; 18. 2. 44); 0) human-body related (MBh 8. 36. 31; 10. 8. 21); p) conduct
(MBh 6. 80. 47; 12. 254. 44); q) animals (MBh 12. 273. 3; 4). It also occurs once as an attribute of
adharma (MBh 12. 149. 37), and of the earth (MBh 7. 40. 19).

32. See Adluri 2016, 293, as concerns elements of Simkhya’s cosmology within the
Narayaniya, which he links to Amba’s status of divine androgyne: «In the Narayaniya, the text refers
to the seven Citrasikhandins, who compose the seven prakrtis [...] the names of these “colorful sages”
recalls the name of Amba upon her rebirth as a man, and in Simkhya cosmology animating Prakrti
is the name for the female principle, the complement of Purusa. Further, in later theistic traditions,
the Goddess is identified precisely with animating Prakrti».
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same time [they] stood on one foot being like wood, [having their thoughts]
collected™.

It is noteworthy how, as mentioned above in MBh 5. 187. 18-22, Amba seems to
mirror divine ascetic practices; the gods stayed ekapida, ‘on one foot’, while she
managed to stay padirigusthigra, ‘on the tips of her big toes’. Both of them equally
share the ability to stand still like wood or a tree trunk, which is expressed by a
similar compounded upama, e.g. kisthabhirih (MBh 12. 327. 41) and sthanub-
hiez (MBh S. 187. 19). The second instance, instead, is part of a much broader
sequence of adhydyas (113-116), which focus on Yudhisthira and Bhisma’s dia-

logue about aAimsaand food abstention™.

yas tu varsasatam pirpam tapas tapyet sudirunam /
yas caikam varjayen mamsam samam etan matam mama// MBh 13.116. 59 //

The one who would undergo dreadful austerity for a full hundred years and the
one who would shun flesh in my opinion are the same. (Chapple 1996, 120)

In particular, the stanza stresses how the merits of abstaining from meat are the
same as the ones that come from generating zapas, no matter how dreadful this
might be.

The last observation on the sfokas under discussion here concerns the fact that
when Ambi is reincarnated as Sikhandin(i), she remains unaware of her promised
vrataphala, something characterised by Smith (1955, 126) as being indicative of «a
fairly late [...] insertion into the epic», whereas Adluri (2016) observes that her
apparent loss of memory is a function of Amba’s divine ambivalence and considers
this incognisance ontological®. It is plausible to assume that the author may have
intentionally depicted Amba as being confident that she will benefit from the

33. According to the Monier-Williams Sanskrit—English Dictionary, the term samahita liter-
ally means ‘put or held together’, but also ‘one who has collected his thoughts or is fixed in abstract
meditation’, therefore ‘steadfast’.

34. On the matter see Chapple 1996’s translation and comment; Brockington 1998, 225; Sut-
ton 2000, 310, and more recently Hiltebeitel 2016, 29.

35. Adluri 2016, 278: «Siva’s promise does not contain a simple promise of memory of her
former identity as a woman, that is, ontic memory, but rather, ultimately of memory of her true
identity, that s, of her role in the Creation as the Goddess. This is ontological memory in contrast to
ontic memory: that she will “remember” to bring down the Brahma figure Bhisma. From Amba’s
perspective, she will remember that she is not a hapless princess but the divine androgyne; from
Sikhandin’s perspective, she will remember to become the divine androgynes.
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fruits of her ascetic practices, leading to a successful outcome, parasmin dehe, ‘in
another body’ (MBh 5. 187. 32), which finally brings us to what the true fulfilment
of her vrataphalais — the triggering of Rudra’s theophany.

3. Rudra / Siva’s Theophany

Before Rudra’s apparition, Amba endured the last series of mortifications, and the
first tapasshe gained produces a phala Ganga’s curse has meddled with*. From the
point of view of literary criticism, scholars have dealt with the passage in different
ways. On the one hand, Smith (1955, 148-149) observed that this section is an ad-
dition, as opposed to the older version told in App. 1, no. 55, with a new twist —
which would have served to cast Amba in a negative light — which he attributes to
local legend. On the other, Adluri (2016, 310) reads the curse of being half a girl,
half a river as the most meaningful hint at her being the ardhanari, the divine an-
drogyne indeed, whereas Howard (2019, 236) does not dwell directly on it. On the
basis of the interpretation I am proposing, I consider this ultimate curse as proof
that Amba’s tapas s, in fact, so powerful that Ganga has to take action against it.
This is demonstrated by the fact that Amba’s ascetic merits have drawn the atten-
tion of Rudra, who appears to her as himself, granting her the well-known boon
of becoming a man in her next life. Significantly, the author increases the expecta-
tion of Rudra’s manifestation by not mentioning his name directly until after he
has appeared. Instead, there is a build-up to a climax by first the employment of a
kenning and an epithet (7a) after which, two padas later, the god is finally ad-
dressed by name (9a).

tam devo darsayim dsa sulapanir umapatih /
madhye tesim maharsinim svena ripena bhiminim // 7 //

36. MBh 5. 187. 37-40: kad cid astame masi kadi cid dasame tathi / na prasnitodakam api
punah s varavarnini// 37 // sa vatsabhimim kauravya tirthalobhar tatas tatal / patita paridhavantt
punah kisipateh suti// 38 // si nadi vatsabhumyam tu prathitimbeti bharata / varsiki grihabahuli
dustirthi kutili tatha // 39 // si kanya tapasi tena bhigardhena vyajiyata / nadi ca rijan vatsesu
kanyd caivibhavar radi// 40 // MBh 5. 187. 37-40 // ‘Sometimes for eight months, sometimes even
for ten [months], that fair-skinned [girl] did not eat nor [drink] water. Kauravya, she [moved] by
[her] eager desire for sacred places here and there the daughter of Kasi’s lord fell again in Vatsabhami.
Then, Bhirata, she transformed into a river in Vatsabhimi known as Amba, which has water only
during the rains, abundant in rapacious animals, with bad fords and running in curved lines. King,
because of [her] ascetic heat, the virgin then became a river in Vatsa, transformed [into a being] half
river and half girl’.
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chandyamana varenatha sa vavre matparijayam/

vadhisyasiti tim devah pratyuvica manasvinim// 8 //

tataf si punar evitha kanya rudram uvica ha /

upapadyet katham deva striyo mama jayo yudhi/

stribhivena ca me gadham manah sintam umapare// 9 //

[...] evam ukevi mahatejih kapardi vysabhadhvajah /

pasyaram eva vipranam tatraivantaradhiyata// 15 // MBh 5. 188.7-9; 15 //

The god who has a spear in hand, Uma’s husband appeared with his own form
to that shining woman in the midst of those great Rsi. Then, after being grati-
fied with a boon, she picked out my defeat and the god spoke back to that
[woman] of fixed mind: “You will slay [him]!”. Then, the virgin said again to
Rudra: “How could my victory in combat, Ze. a victory of a woman, be possible,
o0 god? By means of womanhood, o consort of Umi, my will has plunged deeply
into peace of mind. [...]”. Then, having spoken, Kapardin, the god full of splen-
dour, whose emblem is a bull, disappeared there out of Brahmans’ sight.

Here, I propose to look at two alternative lexical choices. The first one regards in-
terpreting manasvini in the sense of ‘with the mind fixed’ on something higher,
and not ‘spirited’ as van Buitenen translated it, intentionally hinting at her reaction
to the god’s theophany. Secondly, Howard has already observed how she could
have actually been successful in subduing her passion”’, due to the fact that her
intention of pursuing zapasis dhrta. Such a consideration is also supported by the
fact that it was previously stated that during her ascetic practices, she would not
listen to anyone, not even to her relatives, showing that she had successfully over-
come earthly bonds. However, as regards Siva’s role in granting a boon to Ambj,
Smith (1955, 121) also acknowledges that Skanda’s «supersession by Siva means
either he has moved down the pantheon, or the tale has become more pretentious
or both». But in my opinion, there is a third alternative to be considered, and that
is a plausible intention on the part of the author to rehabilitate Amba’s character
as a powerful ascetic, e her rapasbecame so powerful as to trigger the god’s the-
ophany as an instant phala. In fact, an antithesis can be established by comparing
once again Amba’s and Arundhati’s ascetic experiences, namely that Rudra

37. Howard 2019, 236: «it is the Sanskrit term sZnta [...] that has been translated as “meek”
and “still.” Amba presents herself not as a sqnrah stri(a peaceful woman) but a woman whose mind
[...] is at peace [...]. Perhaps austerities have purified Amba’s body and brought peace to her heart,
without diminishing her indomitable intent to bring about Bhisma’s death for his unpardonable vi-
olation of her».
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manifested himself svena ripena, ‘in his own form’, only before Amba, but
showed himself to Arundhati brahma rupam kreva, ‘disguised as a brahmin’:

arundhatim tato drstva tivram niyamam dsthitim /

arhigamar trinayanah suprito varadas tadi// 32 //

brahmaim ripam tatah krtva mahiadevo mahayasih /

tam abhyety abravid devo bhiksim icchimy aham subhe// 33 //
MBh 9. 47.32-33 //

Then, after having seen Arundhati performing severe [self-]control, the tree-
eyed boon-giving, very pleased, went towards [her]. After the very glorious
Mahideva disguised himself as a brahmin, the god approached her and said:
“Fair-one, I long for alms”.

4. Conclusions

In summary, I have attempted to demonstrate how the liminality of Amba’s char-
acter drives her ascetic experience as regards her agency in following the ascetic
path and her social role as a true ascetic. Firstly, Howard has already demonstrated
that Ambi cannot be considered a victim?®, therefore, on a textual level, I have
endeavoured to show how the vocabulary employed is undeniably intended to
portray Amba as a powerful ascetic. Because she is alluded to as brahmavid, Brah-
man-knower, some considerations regarding her characterisation, apart from her
condition as an unmarried woman, can certainly be conceded. As we have seen,
the text employs an ambivalent lexicon in order to intersect and superimpose the
conventional image of a rejected and unwanted maiden with and upon that of a
powerful ascetic daring to perform a tapas which is indeed atimanusam ‘divine’,
sudirunam ‘dreadful’. There seems to be a prominent intention by the author to
depict Amba in terms of a powerful ascetic by echoing other passages referring to
powerful zapasvins, or even gods. This is consistent with what Smith (1955)
demonstrated regarding the interpolations and the changes that the Amba episode
of the Udyogaparvan includes, as opposed to other mentions in the earliest par-
vans. Moreover, we have seen from frequents hints, e.g. MBh 5. 187. 10a and 187.
21D, her tangible wrath does not in any way prevent her from gaining tapas, while

38. Howard 2019, 242: «It is neither another account of the victimization of a woman en-
trapped by patriarchal customs nor a tale of scintillating gender themes».
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conversely, several rapasvini, whose characters were analysed by Hara (1977) are
commonly more prone to be hampered specifically by their anger. Her liminality
as an ascetic drives her agency: not only does Amba not discharge zapas, she even
manages to amplify it.

Secondly, by comparing Amba to Draupadi, Hiltebeitel (2011, 496-497) un-
derlines Amba’s status as an outcast woman, who is thereby penalised in her ina-
bility to fulfil her dharma as a wife and mother (Hiltebeitel 2011, 380). However,
in renouncing any return to her father’s house or even to Bhisma’s protection, she
also renounces the fulfilment of her husband’s dharma, to pursue an unconven-
tional and unorthodox dharma which is all her own, or as Chakravarti (2018)
stated, that her austerities are indeed «an attempt to return autonomy to a
woman»>’, even managing to effectively obtain merits. Thereby, her liminality
also encompasses her social role; she renounces her “seri”-dharma to fulfil her
“sva”-dharma.

Lastly, in reference to Rudra / Siva’s involvement and, above all, his the-
ophany, I propose to view it from the standpoint of both a narrative and cultural
reconstruction. In fact, the comparison with Arundhatf’s story seems to show that
Rudra’s involvement in the path of female ascetics is being invoked as a conse-
quence of obtaining a certain amount of zapas, however, only in Amba’s case was
her tapas so powerful that it triggered Rudra’s theophany svena rapena®. As
Jamison (1996), Hiltebeitel (2011) and, more extensively, Adluri (2016, 301) first
hinted, there is more to Rudra’s connection with the Amba episode relating to a
Vedic background, and - a far more daring hypothesis — a link to a vritya-related
one. Indeed, scholars have already demonstrated that there are hints in the
Udyogaparvan which could trace back to a pre-orthodox socio-cultural context*.
For example, the employment of the epithet kapardin (MBh 5. 188. 15a) is com-
mon in depicting Rudra as a «divine model for a vratya chief» (Parpola 2015, 25).
Therefore, a parallel could be tentatively established with those particular passages
from the Ambopaikhyinain further consideration of the general framework of cul-
tural reconstruction of the ascetic warrior society. The lexical choices at hand seem

39. Chakravarti 2018, 174: «The austerities and ambivalent shifting sexuality leading to her
transgendered history is a product of her attempt to reclaim some degree of autonomy in the battle
over her reified body».

40. See Smith 1955, 158-159: «The substitution of Siva for Skanda in Amba’s vision is also
probably new. Skanda is but a pale figure against Siva in classical times, and an interview with him
would show about as much zapasas would compel a yaksa: we want more.

41. I refer mainly to Brockington 1998, 155; 232-234; Harzer 2005, 163-178; Pontillo 2016,
205-246; and Vassilkov 2016, 181-204.
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ultimately to allude to a typology of ascetic practice aimed at achieving a goal and
not as an end in itself, and its occurrence in /oc7 dealing with magic or referring to
suspected vrityarelated characters hints at a broader framework of asceticism di-
rected at reaching a god-like status (Pontillo 2016); her zapas, despite being cursed,
forcefully unleashed the manifestation of Rudra’s divine persona.
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Abstract

In the Mahabhairata, Bhisma creates the narrative of his own death: he connects his not
fighting against Sikhandin, an alleged (former) woman, to his famous vow of celibacy, thus
also to his boon of svacchandamarana, and claims that killing a woman would mean killing
himself (MBh 5. 193. 65). Bhisma is the primary source of information about Sikhandin,
as well as the person most affected by it. The problem of Sikhandin's gender is discussed
on several occasions in the Udyogaparvan, especially in the Ambopakhyina (MBh 5. 170-
193), and the Bhismaparvan, and its importance is limited to Bhisma's death. The truth-
fulness of Sikhandin's (former) womanhood is almost exclusively dependent on Bhisma's
reliability as a narrator, and his entire character is authoritatively defined by Bhisma as well.
Bhisma presents the issue slightly differently to the Kauravas (the emphasis is on
Sikhandin's “current” womanhood in the Ambopakhyina and in MBh 6. 94. 16), to the
Pindavas (“former” womanhood [MBh 6. 103. 70-82]), and to Sikhandin himself (“cur-
rent” womanhood [MBh 6. 104. 41]), and also creates presumably deliberate ambiguity
between referring to Sikhandin's birth gender and previous life as Amba. Other characters
merely quote him and are obviously puzzled by the news of Sikhandin's status as a str7
‘woman’ (e.g: MBh 6. 160. 15), stripums ‘woman-man’, or stripirvaka ‘former woman’
(eg MBh 5. 169. 19-20). They simply use the fact without either refusing or confirming
it, thus taking part in the narrative presented by Bhisma, which authoritatively defined
Sikhandin’s character and created a powerful self-myth.

Keywords: Mahabharata, Ambopikhyina, Bhisma, Amba, Sikhandin, narrator, narratol-
ogy, gender, liminality, polyphony, identity.
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1. Introduction

The Mahabharatais, as it claims, an itihasa history’. The term itihasaitself can be
compared to the notion of factual narration as used in modern narratology, as op-
posed to a narration that is overtly fictional®. Events, facts and characters presented
in a typical factual narration are supposed to exist outside of the text, outside the
particular storyworld, ideally in the “real world”. What is different from a typical
factual narration is the fact that the Mahabhdrata is not narrated in the neutral
extradiegetic third person’® but much of the narration is intradiegetic: it is com-
posed, at least partly, as a polyphonic* interpretation of a factual discourse. To put
it bluntly, even though there is a presupposed set of events and facts as they “really
happened”, the Sanskrit AMahiabhirara decides not to present them to the recipient
in such an easy monophonic “history book” type of way. Rather, on the contrary,
the Mahabhirata’s uniqueness lies precisely in these different voices and general
lack of unequivocal answers: it is too close to the everyday experience of its audi-
ences, even that of the audience of the real world, where assumptions, gaps and
insufficient understanding of events are a rule rather than an exception.

When dealing with the depicted events but also with characters, the subjec-
tivity of the respective voices is crucial: there are issues of external or contextual
subjectivity (what is narrated, by whom, to whom, under what circumstances) and

1. Itihasais not the only word used in the Mahabharata to describe itself, but one of the most
common (after ZkAyina) and certainly one of the most important. For more about the self-presenta-
tion of the Mahabharata, see Hiltebeitel 2016, 20-21.

2. The distinction between a fictional and factual narration is, however, rarely a sharp one.
Peter Hithn (2014, 156) writes that «[t]he commonsense understanding is that this opposition con-
cerns the question of referentiality, in other words, the ontic status of the signified, of the represented
entities and happenings (characters, situations, places, points in time, changes of state as well as atti-
tudes, emotions, experiences), namely, whether the representation refers to something that exists in-
dependently of the act of representation or whether the represented is (wholly or predominantly)
invented, fictive, and projected by the semiotic representation in the first place. This opposition is,
however, less clear-cut and less discriminating with respect to texts than it purports to be». The
Mahibhirata’s self-presentation as an fzihdsa certainly claims referentiality to the real world, even
though the references cannot be confirmed. For a more detailed analysis of the distinction between
a factual and fictional narrative, see Schaeffer 2009.

3. The terminology of extradiegetic (heterodiegetic) and intradiegetic (homodiegetic and auto-
diegetic) narrators follows Genette 1980.

4. For the importance of polyphony and dialogue in the Mahibharata, see Hiltebeitel 2011,
Fitzgerald 2003, Black 2007 who speaks about the Mahabhirata’s «complexly interwoven dialogical
structure» (zbid., 57), and the importance of various primary and secondary (eavesdropping) audi-
ences, or Reich 1998, who interprets the Mahibhirata quite aptly as a «battlefield of a text».
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of internal subjectivity. As a result of the aspectual storyworld’, every character has
an individual narrative or “personal script” of the events presented in the
Mahabhirata: he or she can never know everything that is going on, nor are they
able to see all the implications of an event, and they organise and interpret the
events according to their own knowledge, personality, and memory. There are at
least two things that have to be taken into account when dealing with narrators /
characters and their narrations: that there is a certain way they perceive the events
and characters, and a certain way they present them, and that these two things are
closely interconnected but not necessarily the same: one can for example perceive
a character as brave, and yet present him or her as a coward when it suits one’s
purpose. Or, as I argue in this paper, the characters can perceive and / or present
someone, in this case Sikhandin, on different occasions as a man, a woman, a
riksasaincarnate or Amba reborn. In addition to its many voices, there are various
types of audience in the Mahibharata, and it has to be emphasised that the charac-
ters’ versions of the events are not the same as the reader’s, and that any character,
narrator, or member of the narrative, authorial, or flesh-and-blood audience® has a
different way of perceiving them.

As a consequence of the subjective presentation of the events, the facts are in
a state of a continuous negotiation and truth is often elusive. Bhisma’s death and
the nature of his slayer(s)” is one of these extremely elusive facts. In the Am-
bopikhyina (MBh 5. 170-193), which is a subjective autobiographical narrative®,
Bhisma presents several facts that can neither be confirmed, nor refuted by other
portions of the text, but it does not mean that they are not discussed or pondered

5. As Palmer (2014, 146) mentioned «readers read novels by seeing the storyworld as aspectual:
different characters experience the storyworld differently».

6. For the different audiences, I follow Phelan (2017, 92) who distinguishes «three audiences
in nonfictional narrative and four audiences in fictional narrative, namely 1. flesh-and-blood readers,
2. the authorial audience, 3. the narratee, and 4. narrative audience, the observer position». Even
though the Mahabhairara presents itself as a factual discourse, there is a considerable body of readers
who do notaccept the depicted events as the historical truth and read it as fiction and we do not have
information about the authorial audience’s views, hence I have retained the narrative audience as
well.

7. The blame for (or glory of) killing Bhisma is ascribed variantly in the text to Sikhandin (e.g.
Samjaya in MBh 6. 14. 5-9; Janamejaya in MBh 7. 1. 1; Dhrtarastra MBh 8. 1. 36; Ganga in MBh 13.
154. 21-25), to Arjuna (e.g. Ugrasravas Sauti in MBh 1. 21. 57; Dhrtarastra in MBh 1. 11. 26; Krsna
in MBh 13. 154. 28-29). Probably the best solution to this problem is to acknowledge that the matter
is undecided and as puzzling as Sikhandin’s gender (e,g. Custodi 2007, 218).

8. Thave argued elsewhere that Bhisma’s narration is subjective and can even be seen as unreli-
able. See Spicové 2019.
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by the other characters and various audiences inside and outside the storyworld.
Rather, on the contrary, the facts presented by Bhisma in the Ambopikhyinaand
elsewhere are of crucial importance not only for his death, but also for its interpre-
tation.

2. Sikhandin as a Liminal and a Composite Palimpsest Character

When dealing with Bhisma’s death, Amba seems to be the traditional starting
point. In this paper, I will start from Sikhandin as not every character is aware of
Sikhandin’s former life as Amba, and indeed most of the characters who do know,
show no interest in this piece of information. When summarising the story of
Bhisma’s (second) death, it is usually said that Bhisma was killed by the team of
Sikhandin and Arjuna (and Krsna): Arjuna put Sikhandin before himself because
Bhisma would not fight against a (former) woman that is Sikhandin. We may also
add, in our summary'’, that Sikhandin was born a woman and later obtained man-
hood from the yaksa Sthanakarna and that he had been Ambi in his former life,
the very same Amba who had been kidnapped by Bhisma, an event that had effec-
tively ruined her life, so she had practiced austerities in order to be reborn as a man
and finally kill Bhisma. The problem is that most of these facts come from
Bhisma’s own narration', a narration that is very subjective, quite often unrelia-
ble, narrated purposely with his death in mind, and, furthermore, not available to
all the audiences of the Mahibhirata, especially not to all the characters, including
Sikhandin himself.

The character of Sikhandin is one of the elusive facts co-created through
many voices. For the narrative / authorial audience and the flesh-and-blood read-
ers, Sikhandin is, like most of the Mahabharata’s characters, a palimpsestcharacter:

9. For liminal characters, I follow Doniger’s (1980, 284) list of liminal figures which «include
the eunuch, the transvestite (or sexual masquerader), the figure who undergoes a sex change or ex-
changes his sex with that of a person of the opposite sex, the pregnant male, the alternating androgyne
(male for a period of time, female for a period of time), and twins».

10. The summary conflates the events narrated by Vaisampayana in MBh 1. 96, by Bhisma in
MBh 5. 170-193, and parts narrated by Samjaya, especially in MBh 6. 114.

11. Even though scholars do usually at least mention that Bhisma is the narrator of the Am-
bopikhyana(e.g. Howard 2019, 220; Adluri 2016, 275), they do not seem to consider it a thoroughly
narrative-changing feature. The narrative aptness of Bhisma as the narrator is also sometimes com-
mented upon (van Buitenen 1978, 178; Howard 2019, 222) but generally Vaiampayana’s narration
in the Adiparvan and Bhisma’s autodiegetic narration in the Udyogaparvan are treated in the same
way.
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behind the human Sikhandin, another character can be seen. Sikhandin might
even be what I call a composite palimpsest character, that is, a human character
with more than one previous life, divine and mortal. Composite palimpsest char-
acters are more an exception than a rule in the storyworld, the chief examples being
the Pandavas, Draupadi, and Sikhandin. At first sight, Sikhandin can be seen as
someone who is a man / a woman, is / is not Bhisma’s killer, and is a positive /
negative figure. In different places in the Mahabhirata, Sikhandin is said to be: 1.
a (male) raksasa incarnate; 2. Amba reborn; and 3. someone who was born a girl
and later changed into a man. These identities are presented by different narrators
to different audiences. All of the characters have a certain way of perceiving other
characters, in this case Sikhandin, as well as of presenting them to others, and, by
extension, to the various narratees, and to the narrative, authorial, and flesh-and-
blood audiences. Sikhandin is a character who is almost exclusively defined by the
other characters and narrators, as opposed to Bhisma who is one of the most self-
defined characters of the text (with the exception of the two characters with a spe-
cial metarelation to the storyworld, namely Krsna and Vyasa).

3. Sikhandin is a Riksasa

There are two important lists in which Sikhandin is mentioned as a riksasa incar-
nate: one of them appears in the Adijparvan and is narrated by Vaisampayana to
Janamejaya'?, and the other is told to Gandhari and others by Vyasa in the
Asramavasikaparvan. The first list serves as an interpretative key to the characters
for the audiences from Janamejaya upwards, which includes the narrative / autho-
rial audience and the flesh-and-blood audience, but excludes the characters them-
selves. On the other hand, the second list is available to the characters as well, or at
least to the characters who have survived up to that point and is meant (theoreti-
cally) to help them deal with their grief after the war. Even though these two lists
are not the same, they both mention Sikhandin and agree on his riksasa nature -
it is double-confirmed by the two most reliable voices of the Mahabhairara.

For the interpretation of Sikhandin’s character, the instances where
Sikhandin is nor mentioned as a rksasaincarnate are equally as important as those
where he is. Bhisma never alludes to Sikhandin’s riksasahood, even though it
would be an amazing opportunity to enhance his wickedness: it is quite clear that

12. MBh 1. 61. 87c.
13. MBh 15. 39. 14c.
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Bhisma is not aware of this fact. Similarly, Drona calls Sikhandin a person conver-
sant with deceit (MBh 6. 108. 17), yet does not even allude to the riksasahood.
Sikhandin’s former life as a raksasa is known only to the narrative audience before
the battle, and to the survivors after the battle, so the authorial / narrative audience
can - and should - frame Sikhandin’s personality and actions as raksasa-like right
from the beginning. However, the characters only get the possibility to do so after
the battle is over, and it can be presumed that this information could be a true
discourse-shifting “plot twist” for some of them, as it would enhance the guilt of
killing Bhisma by adharmic means. The authorial / narrative audience is supposed
to perceive the transgender character of Sikhandin as a malevolent being.

4. Ambi Reborn

Most of the papers that deal with the characters of Amba and Sikhandin and / or
with Bhisma’s death take the fact that Sikhandin is Amba reborn absolutely for
granted but it is not as self-evident as it might seem. This is because the fact itself
is not narrated by the “objective” Vaiéampayana, the conveyor of the voice of the
implied author, but by Bhisma who has proved himself to be a subjective and oc-
casionally unreliable narrator on this occasion. Furthermore, the fact that
Sikhandin is actually Amba reborn was “deduced” by Bhisma rather than wit-
nessed — it is impossible to claim with complete certainty that a character was re-
born as someone else if there is no specific metarelation or a boon of divine vision.
What is most intriguing about this fact is that it is unequivocally presented as the
truth by the two characters who prominently receive a boon of divine vision, but
“before” they get the boon. It would have been easy for the authors of the
Mahabharata o let these characters claim or at least confirm this fact during their
respective authoritative discourses, but they did not do so, nor did they have the
author himself, Vyisa, present this fact, as is the case of Draupadi’s former lives.
In the Ambopikhyina, Bhisma establishes or confirms the fact that
Sikhandin is a former woman (to the Kauravas and for the narrative audience),
both in this life and in the former one, and that both the girl’s austerities and her
sex change were performed in order to bring about his own death. The story of
Amba constitutes by far the largest part of Bhisma’s narration in the Am-
bopikhyina. Apart from that, there is only one other character who explicitly
mentions the unity of Amba and Sikhandin. In his short summary of Sikhandin’s
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life in the Udyogaparvan', Samjaya mentions a terrible zapas of the girl from Kasi
who wished for Bhisma’s death even at the cost of her life, was born as a daughter
of Paficala and became a man by fate. Samjaya also hints at the story of Amba very
quickly after Bhisma falls on the bed of arrows in the Bhismaparvan. He does not
really connect Amba and Sikhandin as a single person but mentions that Bhisma
lies on the bed of arrows, he who defeated all the assembled kings in a great battle
in the city of Kasi on a single chariot"” and he who was not killed by Rama Jamad-
agnya and has his origin in a Vasu (vasusambhava), was killed by Sikhandin. Tak-
ing into account that Samjaya already provided Dhrtarastra with the information
that Sikhandin is, in fact, the reborn Kasi princess (#e. Amba, [MBh 5. 49. 31]),
this might be a knowing allusion to Sikhandin’s former life as Amba. On the other
hand, Samjaya’s first narration was before he received a boon of divine vision, and
the second one after that. The fact that Amba is not mentioned here might also be
seen asa “correction” of his previous beliefs: Sikhandin might not be Amba reborn
after all. In any case, the story of Ambi is given prominence only in Bhisma’s nar-
ration to Duryodhana and seems to be a rather “private” reason (“private” in the
sense that it is meant for the Kauravas, even though many assembled kings are men-
tioned) for his refusal to fight against Sikhandin. Whenever Bhisma is asked else-
where about the reason behind this, he simply points out Sikhandin’s (birth) sex
which then becomes the ‘official’ reason for most of the characters. Thus, Bhisma
actively creates two narratives in the Ambopakhyzina: Sikhandin is Amba reborn
and Sikhandin was born a woman, but in any further communication he only con-
firms the latter. His lengthy narrative about Amba and her austerities may seem
like his acknowledgement of guilt towards the girl whose life he had ruined and his
acceptance that she was the cause of his death'®. However, in any later speeches
including the famous advice to the Piandavas, he never mentions her again, and
after his fall, he almost aggressively refuses that Sikhandin had anything do with it,
beginning in MBh 6. 114. 55-61 where he claims that the arrows which are killing
him belong to Arjuna and repeats the phrase ‘these are not Sikhandin’s arrows’
(neme banah sikhandinah) six times.

14. MBh 5. 49. 31-34.

15. MBh 6. 140. 6.

16. Such is the argument of e.g. Howard (2019, 222) who says that «Bhisma accepts in advance
his defeat by Sikhandin as the just consequence of his own deed of adharma toward Amba». Simi-
larly, ibid., 227; 237. He might accept her privately as the cause of his death, but he is certainly trying
to exclude her from any further discussion about his demise.
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S. The Sex Change

The problem of Sikhandin’s gender is discussed almost exclusively in the
Udyogaparvan and the Bhismaparvan, and its importance is limited to Bhisma’s
“death” after which this attribute of Sikhandin and indeed Sikhandin himself — are
all but forgotten. Sikhandin’s gender identity is puzzling, and certainly not every
character perceives him in the same manner, but it is crucial for Bhisma and his
death.

The sex change is only briefly mentioned by other narrators apart from
Bhisma, usually when they are summing up the events of the Mahabhirata or in-
troducing the heroes of the battle. There are a couple of mentions by
Vaidampiyana at the beginning of the text in which he summarises the events of
the Mahabharataand presents genealogies. Sikhandin is listed as being born a girl,
daughter of Drupada, and afterwards as receiving manhood from the yaksa
Sthana'”. The second reference in the list of partial incarnation presents Sikhandin
as a stripumsa, a woman-man, who used to be a riksasain his previous life'*. From
the very beginning the outer audiences are aware of Sikhandin’s birth as a female
and his liminal nature. Both these pieces of information are present in the sum-
maries of the text by the narrator who already knows everything that has happened
and who is the voice of the implied author, and therefore someone to be taken
seriously.

Apart from Vaiampayana, there is also Samjaya’s account in the Udyogapar-
van where he names the heroes which the Pandavas mustered. Sikhandin is men-
tioned as someone who was born as Drupada’s daughter and gained manhood
from the yaksa”. In the Dropaparvan, Dhrtarastra uses very similar words to ask
about Sikhandin as Samjaya in the Udyogaparvan with only a minor alteration,
using the word stripdrva here instead of stripumsa®™. Samjaya’s evaluation of
Sikhandin’s sex is successfully transmitted to Dhrtariastra and to all the audiences
upwards. It is however still nothing the parties involved in the Bhisma / Sikhandin
struggle would necessarily be aware of.

Bhisma’s claims are quite straightforward and his narration of the Am-
bopikhyaina is the central source of information about Sikhandin’s birth gender,

17. MBh 1. 57. 104.

18. MBh 1. 61. 87. We can also read it as simply being a “demonic” woman-man. It is, however,
alist of partial incarnations, so a divine or demonic lifetime is to be expected.

19. MBh S. 49. 32.

20. MBh 7. 9. 41.

160



«YOU ARE THE SAME SIKHANJINT»:

his life and former life, especially for the characters involved in the battle. It is
Bhisma himself who brings this assertion into the spotlight for the other characters
of his level of narration in the Udyogaparvan where he enumerates the heroes on
the Pandava side to Duryodhana which is exactly how Sikhandin was introduced
by both Vaisampayana and also Samjaya. Almost immediately after this, he claims
that he will fight against anyone except Sikhandin, and uses the pada ‘I will not
slay Sikhandin’ (ndham han yam sikhandinam)®', which he will repeat several times
throughout the rest of the Udyogaparvan, and which is also quoted by other char-
acters four times in the Bhismaparvan.

As a reason for not fighting against Sikhandin, he claims that Sikhandin is a
striparvaka, a former woman®. When Duryodhana does not seem to understand
the reason behind Bhisma's statement, Bhisma begins a long narrative to explain it
in detail. As a reaction to stripirvaka Duryodhana poses his first question (“Why
will you not slay Sikhandin?’)?, to which Bhisma replies with the story of Amba.
Duryodhana’s second question (‘How did Sikhandin, having been a woman, be-
come a man?’)* is answered with the story of Sikhandin(i). The problem of
Sikhandin's gender is therefore presented in the second part of the Am-
bopakhyina, and Bhisma’s narration retains a certain fuzziness between
Sikhandin’s former womanhood as Amba and as Sikhandini. However, the ac-
count apparently gives more prominence (certainly in terms of length, sources and
details) to the former while retaining the latter as the “official” version: even
though the answer to the question ‘Why will you not kill Sikhandin?’ which here
is ‘Because of Amba’, is never repeated again.

6. Deliberate Deadnaming: Sikhandin()

The problems of misgendering and deadnaming, so much discussed in the current
discourse, are not something modern society has invented. The English terms
might be relatively new but examples of the concepts can also be found in the
Mahabharata: Bhisma’s identification of Amba and Sikhandin, and his notion that
Sikhandin is a woman includes instances of what we would now call misgendering
(calling Sikhandin a woman, even though he is male both socially and biologically)

21. MBh 5. 169. 16.
22.MBh 5. 169. 120.
23.MBh 5. 170. 1a.
24.MBh5.189. 1.
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and deadnaming (calling Sikhandin with his former female name, Sikhandini).
The very existence of a transgender person in the storyworld™ inspires a wide range
of reactions from various audiences. For the characters, the reactions include
strong opposition (Bhisma), silence (Sikhandin) and general puzzlement (everyone
else).

There are two versions of the name: Sikhandin (lit. ‘peacock’) and Sikhandini
(lit. ‘peahen’). Apart from Bhisma and the characters in Bhisma’s narration (Dru-
pada and his wife), nobody uses the feminine version of the name which seems to
suggest that for everyone else, Sikhandin is simply a man. No other characters ever
use the name Sikhandini or even Amba when talking about the Pafcala prince.
Nevertheless, the usage of the two versions of the name Sikhandin(f) does not seem
to be quite as important as the usage of masculine or feminine grammatical forms.
“Sikhandin” can be seen as a neutral form which may be used with both the mas-
culine and feminine grammatical forms, “Sikhandini” is a highly marked form
used only to highlight the hero’s femininity. This is how it is used by Bhisma in the
Bhismaparvan to enhance the usage of feminine grammatical forms and make sure
that his message is absolutely clear™.

7. (Mis)Gendering: (5)He

Grammatical forms used to describe Sikhandin are quite coherent in the narrations
of Vaiampayana and Samjaya: in the reconstructed text of the Critical Edition,
feminine grammatical forms are used before the sex change, and masculine forms
after it. However, in various manuscripts of the Mahibharata, masculine gram-
matical forms can be found in places where the reconstructed text has feminine

25. There are other instances of a sex change and transvestitism in the Mahabharata, most no-
tably Arjuna in the Virdtaparvan, also Ila / Ila who is mentioned both in the Mahibharata (as the
mother and father of Purairavas, 1. 70. 16) and in the Ramayana(7. 78-81), and the king Bhangasvana
(narrated by Bhisma in 13. 12). The god who is most involved in Sikhandin’s life, Siva, is also fa-
mously an ardhanarisvara. The transgender topic is discussed by various scholars, including Brown
(1927), Goldman (1993), Doniger (1997, 1980), Custodi (2007), Adluri (2016) and others. They all
see Sikhandin as a special case, mostly due to the unusual female-to-male transition, the relative sta-
bility of the change and its crucial consequences. For instance, Goldman (1993, 380) calls this epi-
sode «the most complex and elaborate single instance of a case of sexual transformation in the liter-
ature and one of the few significant accounts of female to male transsexualism>».

26. E.g.in MBh 6. 104. 41: yaiva hi tvam krti dhitri saiva hi tvam sikhandini[you are the
same Sikhandini the Creator made you’.
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forms and vice versa”’, which shows that the problem of Sikhandin’s gender was
by no means a solved one and that the scribes and various audiences of the
Mahabhiratashared the characters’ puzzlement. What I find extremely interesting
is that some of the papers concerning Ambi often talk about Sikhandin using fe-
male pronouns, thus agreeing with Bhisma’s interpretation of events, even though
they might not be sympathetic to Bhisma himself and his deeds®. Sikhandin’s gen-
der still seems to be an open question.

The Ambopakhyinais narrated by Bhisma as an autobiographical narration,
a highly subjective one, and the usage of masculine or feminine grammatical forms
for Sikhandin depends on Bhisma’s own personal script, including his views and
beliefs. Before the sex change, the usage of masculine / feminine forms seems to be
slightly chaotic, but a distinction between “her” private life and “his” public life
can be traced: a girl is born but presented and raised as a boy”. Bhisma’s usage of
gender-related pronouns seems to show the distinction between Sikhandin’s bio-
logical sex (female) and social, publicly displayed gender (male). Privately, the royal
couple talk about the child as a girl, and Drupada even addresses his publicly male
child as «Sikhandini»*. Feminine forms are also used by Bhisma as the narrator of
this episode when Sikhandini reaches youth and is recognised as a woman by her
wife?. In connection to the marriage and Sikhandin’s public life and family, mas-
culine forms are used®. The situation changes when Sikhandin’s sex begins to be
the subject of rumours, and feminine grammatical forms are used again, even in
public”. When Sikhandin’s mother publicly takes blame for the deceit, she talks
about her child as a girl, Sikhandini*, but Bhisma as a narrator uses the male name
when describing Sikhandin’s mother®.

27. Eg. in MBh 5. 49. 34, the Critical Edition has yam yaksah purusam cakre bhismasya ni-
dhane kila, but Sukthankar (1940, 247) notes yamin manuscripts K4, B, Dn, D1. 3-6. 10, T, and G1.
2. 4.

28. Eg. Adluri on various occasions prefers Ambi over Sikhandin: «Amba / Sikhandin’s prob-
lematic sexuality, and her ability to transform, [...]» (2016, 277), and even when only Sikhandin is in
question feminine pronouns are used: «These are the last words he utters to her, [...]» (ibid., 293).
There are other options, e.g. Goldman (1993, 381) chose to use s/he. Most papers which deal with
Amba and Sikhandin — including this one — somehow retain the characters’ puzzlement.

29. MBh 5. 189. 12-17.

30. MBh 5.191. 18.

31. MBh 5. 190. 12-14.

32.MBh5.190. 9.-10; 13; 17.

33. MBh S. 190.22;5.191. 3, 17.

34. MBh 5. 192. 1-4.

35.MBh 5. 191.12;5.192. 1.
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Feminine grammatical forms are used when Sikhandin enters the forest, along with
both versions of the name. The yaksa continually addresses Sikhandin as a woman
— it would be strange to address her as a man when she is about to change sex with
the yaksa’shelp. After the sex change, Sikhandin’s sex and gender are in line, and
Bhisma as the narrator of the Ambopikyina invariably talks about Sikhandin as a
male: the male version of the name, masculine pronouns and grammatical forms
are used, except for a single notion that after her father-in-law’s departure,
Sikhandini was exceedingly happy*. After Kubera’s arrival at Sthanakarna’s abode
(in the embedded narrative), the yaksas refer to Sikhandin as a woman: for them,
she is Drupada’s daughter Sikhandini, a woman who, for a limited amount of time,
acquired the ‘sign of aman™’. They do not talk about any event that occurred after
the sex change, thus their usage of the feminine grammatical forms is unsurprising.
On the other hand, Kubera refers to Sikhandin with a masculine pronoun when
he curses Sthina to remain a woman™, thus confirming the transition.

After Kubera’s departure, Sikhandin is invariantly referred to in masculine
grammatical forms in the narration but Sikhandin’s womanhood is by no means
forgotten by Bhisma and he constantly places it in the foreground, while stressing
his own inability (one would even be tempted to say “impotence”) and unwilling-
ness to kill a woman. Contrary to the narrator’s and the characters’ treatment of
Sikhandin’s gender, only masculine grammatical forms are used for Sthanakarna,
even after the sex change. The closest the description comes to a feminine form is
strisvardpa, ie. ‘in “his” feminine form’¥. It is never even hinted that Sthana
should be described as a real female. The reasons behind this can be partly the im-
permanence of the change and the fact that he was a kamarapin: the yaksa will live
much longer than Sikhandin and has always been able to change his appearance at
will no matter what. This connects him more to Arjuna / Brhannada® than to
Sikhandin’s newly gained masculinity, because for Sthanikarna and Arjuna, the
sex change is nothing but a short episode, but for Sikhandin, it changes his entire

life.

36. MBh 5. 193. 29.

37. MBh 5. 193. 36.

38. MBh 5. 193. 43.

39. MBh 5. 193. 40.

40. During Arjuna’s disguise, his female name Brhannada is used along with Arjuna’s usual
names, and there are both masculine and feminine grammatical forms. Masculine forms are predom-
inantly used by the narrator and feminine forms during dialogues with other characters which is log-
ical and does not disturb the audiences.
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In the Bhismaparvan, Bhisma mentions Sikhandin’s birth sex to
Duryodhana, Yudhisthira and even to Sikhandin himself, explaining to all of them
why he will not fight against Sikhandin. In the Bhismaparvan, it is easy to observe
that Bhisma’s presentation of this particular fact is subjective, not only because of
his personality and personal script, but it also depends on his audiences and cir-
cumstances: he presents a slightly different set of facts to different audiences.

He repeats his former claim to Duryodhana, that he will not fight against
Sikhandin because he used to be a woman*'. Bhisma here really highlights
Sikhandin’s (even current) womanhood: she is the same woman Sikhandini the
Creator made her, and in this sfoka, Bhisma uses exclusively feminine grammatical
forms*. This pada is near-repeated by him once more in his dialogue with
Sikhandin®. To summarise, when he talks to the Kauravas or to Sikhandin,
Bhisma’s claim is very straightforward: Sikhandini is simply a woman for him.
There is no ambivalence in his claims here, as he is talking to someone who has to
understand and accept his position in order to make his plan of self-destruction —
which is neither shared with the Kauravas nor with Sikhandin at that point — suc-
cessful: Sikhandin is a woman and Bhisma cannot fight against a woman.

On the other hand, when presenting the plan he himself created in order to
enable his own death to Yudhisthira, Bhisma talks about Sikhandin purely in mas-
culine grammatical forms, about someone who used to be a woman and then
gained manhood, not mentioning his “current womanhood”*. Unlike when he
talked to Duryodhana, he also claims that the fact of Sikhandin’s former female
sex is known to all of the Pandavas®. Even though he calls Sikhandin inauspicious
(amarigalyadhvaja)*, he goes no further in claiming that the chief ally and relative
of the Pandavas is, in fact, a female.

41. MBh 6. 94. 14.

42. MBh 6. 94. 16-17.

43. MBh 6. 104. 41. Sikhandin replies to Bhisma's speech with an alteration of the first verse of
this sfoka.

44, MBh 6. 103. 70-82.

45. MBh 6. 103. 76.

46. MBh 6. 103. 74c.The word dhvaja can mean a flag, a banner, but also a sign in general, and
an organ of generation (serf, pums). Here, it is probably most logical to assume that it means ‘an
inauspicious sex organ’. Another sound interpretation would be that Sikhandin as such is an inaus-
picious sign for Bhisma. The term amarigalyadhvaja might also refer to the Sikhandini / Sikhandin
sex change and the fact that his newly acquainted sex organ does not belong to a human, but to a
yaksa. It has to be noted that the yaksas are mostly seen as inauspicious, only a step away from the
raksasas.
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Apart from Bhisma’s own words, there are also Samjaya’s reports regarding
the moments when Sikhandin approached Bhisma, Bhisma refused to fight against
him, “remembering / keeping in mind his / Sikhandin’s womanhood”. Samjaya
always uses male pronouns for Sikhandin, even when he reports Bhisma’s opin-
ions”. Every other character merely quotes Bhisma on this matter. There is no
character who adds any information about this fact from another source, even
though characters with divine vision, great ascetic merit, and even presumed wit-
nesses of the events are present, such as Samjaya, Vyasa, or Krsna. There is also
nothing new from Sikhandin himself or his family. Sikhandin’s birth sex is alluded
to twice by Duryodhana when he explains his strategy to his brother Duhsasana
and asks him to protect Bhisma from Sikhandin. In both versions, he starts by
quoting Bhisma’s famous pida ‘I will not slay Sikhandin’ (niham hanyim
sikhandinam). In the first version, the quotation only spans one sfoka and, inter-
estingly, the word srayate ‘it is heard’ is used, so it is much less authoritative than
Bhisma’s own former narration®®. The second quotation is more elaborate: the
first verse is the same one used by Duryodhana previously and the second verse is
quite similar, the only difference being the use of szripirvako hy asau jatas(*he was
born as a woman before’)* instead of srayate stri.

Similarly, Arjuna also quotes Bhisma, his famous pida and the fact that
Sikhandin was born as a girl and became a man* as a conclusion of his emotional
dialogue with Krsna which takes place after the Pandavas’ visit to Bhisma’s tent
where they discovered that the only way to slay him is to position Sikhandin before
Arjuna. Interestingly, the pada niham hanyam sikhandinam was not used by
Bhisma then, and in this quotation, Arjuna uses the word jazzfor Sikhandin’s birth
and not for becoming a man as it was used when Bhisma talked to Duryodhana.
Even though this quote may be read as also alluding to Amba - if we read the word
purd as meaning ‘in the previous birth” — the Pandavas never show any explicit
knowledge of Amba but are said to know about Sikhandini, so it seems that the
Piandavas’ understanding of the situation is that the problem is Sikhandin’s birth
sex and not his former life as Amba.

Drona also quotes the same pida and repeats the assertion that Sikhandin is
the same woman the Creator made her, and also describes Sikhandin as ‘being con-
versant with deceit’ (nikreiprajia) and having an ‘evil mind’ (pdpaceras). Drona

47.MBh 6. 65.28; 6. 82. 26; 6.99.7; 6. 112. 80; 6. 113. 46.
48. MBh 6. 16. 15.

49.MBh6.95. 8.

50. MBh 6. 103. 100.
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also repeats that Sikhandin is amarigalyadhvaja, i.e. one with an inauspicious ban-
ner or sex organ or an inauspicious sign in itself and claims that Bhisma does not
fight him for this very reason®. Drona is supposed to know Sikhandin very well,
as he was, according to Bhisma, Sikhandin’s guru. At the same time, Drona and
Sikhandin’s father Drupada have a very complicated relationship which might also
be the reason for Drona’s unflattering description of Sikhandin. As negative as the
description of Sikhandin may be, it only makes use of masculine grammatical
forms and names, with the exception of a direct quotation of Bhisma’s words.

8. Who Is Sikhandin?

To summarise, Sikhandin’s identity as a composite and liminal character is quite
puzzling. There are six basic readings of this character that can be applied for the
outermost audiences, including the flesh-and-blood reader. If we suppose some of
the portions of the Mahabhairata are “late”, we can say that VaiSampayana’s and
Vyisa’s lists of partial incarnations are both later addendato the text and Sikhandin
is simply Amba reborn®. On the other hand, seeing that Bhisma is a subjective and
occasionally unreliable narrator, we may conclude that Bhisma’s claim that
Sikhandin is Amba reborn is unreliable, and he is therefore simply a rksasa as
claimed by Vai$ampayana and Vyasa. This reading is problematic because Samjaya,
who is generally a very reliable, albeit necessarily partly subjective narrator, also says
that Sikhandin is Amba reborn. A very suspicious reader might even assume that
both Bhisma’s and Vyisa’s / VaiSampayana’s claims are false (unreliable and / or
later addendsa), and Sikhandin is simply Sikhandin, without any reliably narrated
former life.

Sikhandin’s former life as Ambi is the one with the greatest narratological po-
tential: the celibate Bhisma was killed by a woman whom he had kidnapped in her
previous life. The rebirth gives Sikhandin — who in this reading is still perceived as
a woman — the right to do this and the audience would therefore see it as rightful

S1. MBh 6. 108. 17-18.

52. Any reader can of course simply “opt out” from the authorial audience which isled, or even
forced to see Sikhandin as a malevolent being because of his former life as a rzksasa. As Phelan (2017,
100) put it, «[a]ny member of the actual audience is of course free to decide that any narration is
deficient, especially along the axis of ethics, because any reader can resist or reject the ethical values
that undergird an author’s narratives.
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vengeance, allowing them to experience some kind of ‘poetic justice’. Without
the raksasaformer life, the story of Amba and Bhisma would resemble the story of
Vedavati and Ravana (Rm 7. 17): the harassed woman returns to become the rea-
son for the kidnapper’s / rapist’s demise in her next life while the kidnapper’s only
vulnerable spot is the woman’s (Sikhandini / Sit) male counterpart (Sikhandin /
Rama). This would align Bhisma with the “villains” far more than the narrative
audience is supposed to perceive him, and it is his narration of the Ambopikhyina
and Sikhandin’s other life as a riksasa which saves him from this fate.

There are three other options which take into account both claims: Amba is
a (male) riksasa incarnate, who was then reborn as Sikhandin; the human female
Amba was reborn as a male rzksasa before becoming a female (Sikhandini) again;
and Sikhandin is comprised of a part of the female Amba, and a part of the male
riksasa which seems to be the most probable conclusion with no additional unex-
plained sex changes necessary. The “reliable” narrators present him as a riksasain-
carnate and as someone who was born as a woman and subsequently became a
man. The identification of Sikhandin with a riksasa, which instantly makes him
an antagonist, is only available to the audiences from Janamejaya upwards, and not
available to any of the characters, probably not even to Sikhandin himself or his
family. It is only authoritatively presented as a fact later by Vyasa who, by present-
ing this former life and keeping silent about Amba, almost absolves Bhisma of any
guilt and shows Sikhandin as the villain of the BAfsmaparvan, at least for the au-
thorial audience. The modern flesh-and-blood reader might quite often be more
sympathetic towards Amba and Sikhandin than towards Bhisma.

On the other hand, Sikhandin’s former womanhood is ascertained by
Vai$ampayana, just as it is known to Samjaya and Bhisma, so it can be taken for a
reliable fact shared by all types of audiences. However, it is not certain what “wom-
anhood” is alluded to by the different characters. Sikhandin’s identification with
Amba never successfully crosses the boundary between the characters and the re-
liable framing narrators. The Amba / Sikhandin identification only exists in the
background, apparently with no importance for anyone except for Bhisma who
gives this very identification as the reason for his death to Duryodhana, if not to
the Pandavas. Yet the outermost audiences, including today’s flesh-and-blood

53. However, the fact that Amba’s revenge is somewhat disappointing has frequently been
commented upon. Custodi (2007, 217) says that Amba «doesn’t even really ever accomplish what
she set out to do»; Doniger (1997, 141) notes that «[tJhere is therefore something anticlimactic
about the killing of Bhisma by Sikhandin»; Howard (2019, 239), however, sees such an interpreta-
tion as a misconstruction of Amba’s life.

168



«YOU ARE THE SAME SIKHANJINT»:

readers and scholars take Amba’s revenge — seemingly almost against Bhisma’s later
expressed wishes — to be the reason for his death.

Bhisma is a character who self-defines himself continuously and almost ag-
gressively: by his vow, by creating his own self-myth; other characters may not
agree with his self-identification (like Sisupila), but they can do little to change it.
On the other hand, Sikhandin is a character defined almost exclusively by other
characters, mostly by Bhisma. There is nothing particularly noteworthy about
Sikhandin without the voices of other characters, and he never gets the chance to
define himself. There are various liminal Sikhandins for various audiences. To the
Kauravas, Bhisma presents Sikhandin explicitly as a woman, and to the Pandavas,
more carefully as a man who used to be a woman, showing the difference between
perception and presentation. The outer audiences can accept either of these two
versions according to their own personal scripts. In the Ambopakhyina, Bhisma
presents Sikhandin as Ambi reborn but other characters do not comment on it
and the outer audiences can make their own choices to believe or not to believe
Bhisma’s words. The only reliable framing information about Sikhandin is his for-
mer life as a raksasa and his liminal nature. The character of Sikhandin is a quin-
tessential liminal character of the Mahabharata that changes with different points
of view: a malevolent woman for the Kauravas, a heroic man for the Pandavas, a
tragic hero(ine) and / or a riksasa incarnate for the narrative, authorial and flesh-
and-blood audiences. What, however, cannot be answered, is who is Sikhandin for
Sikhandin himself as there are also no signs of his self-presentation or even a
friendly presentation seeing that his character is almost fully defined by his enemy
Bhisma who creates a new Sikhandin for every audience.
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Abstract

In Vedic Sanskrit, both the duals of the terms pigrand matr possess the distinctive trait of
conveying the sense of ‘parents’ (Macdonell 1916, §193). However, the feminine option is
excluded from Panini’s teachings, which only give an account of the other one (see the
ekasesa section A 1. 2. 64-73). Besides, this feminine elliptic dual has been replaced by a
masculine one in the tradition of a sacred text (RV 10. 140. 2; TS 4. 2. 7. 3). The present
work aims at focusing on the analysis of Vedic verses that selected the dual of the term
maty; the fact that such a formation gains a stable place in the presence of recurring themes
is a crucial piece of evidence of its ancient belonging to a shared cultural background.

Keywords: Vedic Sanskrit, Panini’s ekasesa, dvandva, cultural transition.

1. A Technical Premise"

There is no perfect matching between language and thought, just as there is no per-
fect coincidence between word-forms and their denotata as well. As for Sanskrit,
the lack of such a one-to-one relation was noticed even in the earliest extant treatise

* . . . . . - e . . .
For all the scientific support in Vedic Sanskrit and Paninian issues, and the priceless generos-
ity in commenting on many aspects of this paper, my gratitude goes to Tiziana Pontillo. The mistakes
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of grammar, the Astadhyayi, and then in the relevant commentaries'. This is not
surprising: Vedic poetry makes repeated use of elliptic depictions of gods whose
strict association was a kind of c/ichéfor poets and worshippers of that age. One of
the most known examples regards the divine pair Mitra and Varuna, often referred
to with the Vedic Sanskrit du. mitrdand, at least in RV 5. 62. 3b, with the du. var-
und (Wackernagel 1877, 151)% even within a simple frame of reflection on the lan-
guage, the meaning of these duals happens to be “equivalent” to a copulative com-
pound or to a coordinative syntactic string which overtly expresses both the names
of the given gods, and thus: mitrd = mitrivirunZ = mitras ca varunas ca. The fact
is common in the Indo-European languages®.

As Macdonell 1916 suggests, such a device is often employed in order to de-
note strictly linked male and female individuals of the same class: in fact, this is a
core point of Panini's ekasesa’. A set of ten satras in the Astadhyayideals with the
present problem; this sequence of sirra depends on the first one: sarapinim
ckasesa ekavibhaktau (A 1. 2. 64); it describes the procedure that allows the usage
of a single item as a remainder (ekasesa) in the place of several items having the
same form (sardpipim), and the application of a single nominal ending

1. As for the correspondence principle, see Bronkhorst 1996 and Candotti—Pontillo 2013, fn.
72. The idea behind this conception lies in the philosophical problem of the relation between the
linguistic items of a true statement with the corresponding ones in the phenomenal world. In a gram-
matical sense it consists of the one-to-one relation between word-forms and denoted objects (see M
1.2331.16vt.1;1. 20 vt.2 ad A 1. 2 64).

2. Elizarenkova 1995, 293, while talking about the evocative power of theonyms, states that
the usage of the vocative with the imperative produces that «emotional style» which permeates the
hymns.

3. As for the double accent of mitrdvdruna, Macdonell (1910, 156) notices that «In the com-
monest and earliest type of the old Dvandvaseach member is dual in form and has a separate accent».
He considered this type as originating from two grammatical practices frequent in the Vedas: (a) the
juxtaposition of two coordinate words without ¢z, (b) the use of the elliptic dual. In fact, as Mac-
donell emphasises, the dual dvandvas alternate with these usages, e.g. «matdra-pitiri ‘mother and
father’ [appears] beside matdri or pitiri and pitre marréand other cases, the VS (IX. 19) having ple-
onastically even pitdri-matdri cameaning ‘father and mother’». However, some doubt arises in con-
sidering these word-forms as dvandvas, since the accent plays a non-secondary role in the perception
of univerbation, as the ancient grammatical reflection suggests (see A 6.1.158). More on this subject
(in the padaparha perspective) in Deshpande 2002.

4. Also consider eg. Gr. du. Alavte ‘Ajax and Teucer’ or common nouns, Gr. du. 1é¢a ‘bow
and arrows’; further details of the general phenomenon in Page 1959 and Schwyzer 1988.

5. Joshi—Roodbergen 1992 discussed many problems raised by the ekasesa-technique. As for
the elliptic duals, they consider the peculiarities of such linguistic devices as unconnected with the
grammar.
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(ekavibhaktau) to it, e.g. asvas’ ca asvas ca > asvau, eg asvas ca asvas ca asvas ca >
asvih. The nature of this rule has been the object of much reflection: while
Patafjali and modern interpreters (see e.g. Cardona 1997, 260) reject the possibil-
ity of reading it as a substitution rule, there are several arguments that seem to sug-
gest the contrary with repercussions on the entire section; the topic is also dealt
with in Borghero—-Pontillo 2020.

If we examine the issue in greater depth, we find that A 1. 2. 67 puman striya
aims at the retention of the masculine form (puman) when it combines with a fem-
inine one (szriya), given that the input condition is represented by items having an
equal form. The syntactic structure of this sirra — and that of the following ones
— involves a nominative and an instrumental case which self-evidently overlaps
with the scheme introduced in the overrure of the treatment of compounds, A 2.
1. 4 [sup2] saha supa: an inflected pada (sUP) with another inflected padz’. How-
ever, the section of the ekasesa hints at a non-fully uttered combination of words,
whose entire realisation subsists only in the mind of the speaker and in the coher-
ent mirroring offered by the semantic and grammatical analysis. As Deshpande
1989, 121 remarks «Pinini is not concerned about words in a sentence which
someone may drop. He is concerned about words which one does not drop»: in-
deed, he concentrates on teaching the single remainder by representing it with the
sUPinflected in the nominative case”. After A 1. 2. 67, Panini points out special
cases by extending the general statement (Ze. the retention of the masculine form
when it combines with a feminine one) to items which do not have an equal form
and, nonetheless, stand as regular masculine and feminine counterparts®.

6. In Panini’s description, the next step is represented by the zero-replacement of the nominal
endings according to A 2. 4. 71.

7. Consider that «all the rules devoted to the formation of compounds have to teach two in-
flected words [...] namely the so-called upasarjana, expressed in the nominative case in each single
provision and the non- upasarjana, expressed in the instrumental case [...] The metalinguistic device
which allows the upasarjana constituent to be recognised in the relevant rules, is explained in A 1. 2.
43 «prathamanirdistam samdsa upasarjanams, What is stated in the nominative in [the vidhiteach-
ing to form] a compound is called upasarjana» (Mocci-Pontillo 2019, 5).

8. A 1. 2. 68 bhratzputrau svasrduhitrbhyim teaches the retention of bhritr ‘brother’ when it
combines with svasrsister’ and the retention of putra ‘son’ when it combines with duhitr‘daughter’:
the Sanskrit dual forms bArdrarauand putrau can denote, respectively, ‘a brother and a sister’, ‘a son
and a daughter’. With rule A 1. 2. 69 napumsakam anapumsakenaikavac cisyanyatarasyam, the only
stem retained (out of the equal stems marked by different genders) is the neuter one, e.g. suklam ca
Suklas ca sukli ca = suklini / suklam. According to A 1. 2. 71 svasurah svasrva the du. m. svasurau
‘parents in law’ also stands for its feminine counterpart svasrva ‘mother in law’. As hinted above, the
input forms mentioned in A 1. 2. 68; 70; 71 are not sarapa, i.e. they do not have equal form and they
can be intended as a parenthetical note to A 1. 2. 67 puman striya.

175



ANITA M. BORGHERO

To reach the heart of the present paper, let us concentrate on A 1. 2. 70 pitd
matrd, which teaches that when the term pigr‘father’ combines with the term maer
‘mother’ only the former one remains; consequently, the dual inflection of this
word thus represents exactly the same coordinative relationship as the correspond-
ing dvandva or syntactic string, whose meaning is ‘mother and father”. This lin-
guistic phenomenon will be investigated as far as the Rgvedz and the Paninian tra-
dition are concerned; then, a related Vedic Sanskrit varia lectio will be treated.

2. Vedic Heritage

In the elliptic procedure, while the chosen word is utterly expressed, the other one
remains in the back of one’s mind, floating in an (un)conscious way between
speaker and listener between the poets and their audience: what is unsaid virtually
accompanies what is being said aloud and, together, they ensure the success of the
communicative event.

The architecture of this phenomenon is based on a play of praesentiaand ab-
sentiz; however, there is a mandatory condition for such an elliptic game to work:
every player must be involved in a context made up of shared information. Indeed,
when faced with mama pitarau, no one will ever think about both parents due to
a purely intuitive instinct, but a common cultural background shared by reciter
and listener will prevent any failure in communication™.

Let us focus on the above-mentioned rule A 1. 2. 70 pitd maerz: Panini
teaches that a neuter optionality'' governs the output for the input combination
‘pitrand marr’ In other words, to convey the sense ‘father and mother’, one can
choose a copulative compound or an ekasesa, whose surface realisation consists in
the nominative dual form of the constituent inflected in the metalinguistic nomi-
native case in the relevant rule (pird), Le. Skt. pitarau, Ved. pitara. Although not
mentioned in the Astadhyayi, the dual of matris also used in the Samhitas to ex-
press the sense of ‘mother and father’ according to Macdonell 1916, 1 §93. As

9. As for relevant special compounds, see below §3.

10. For example, the Rgveda must have only contained a limited amount of sometimes inten-
tionally unclear passages, almost riddle hymns. Of course, poetry cannot be compared with ordinary
speech; the former makes free use of stylistic devices and poetic license, while in the latter such free-
dom would be neither functional (nor productive) at all. As such, the mutual permeability of the
linguistic material is not always expected.

11. Le. neither “preferable” nor “marginal” according to Kiparsky's 1979 reconstruction of
Panini's optionality; anyatarasyam s continued by anuvreeifrom A 1. 2. 69.
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already observed by Edgerton (1910, 116), this specific usage presents some analo-
gies with Gothic pl. berusjos «Sg. *berusi [...] mother, actually ‘she who has
borne’>» (Lehmann 1986 s.v.): he wondered whether it could be considered as pos-
sibly «a reminiscence of a matriarchal system>» for the ancestral Indo-European
culture.

2.1 Textual Evidence

Since Panini documents a phonetic specificity of the Sikalya’s padapatha®, the
composition of the Asradhyayrhas to be chronologically set after its compilation
and before our version of the Rgveda. In fact, by applying Panini’s rules of sandhi
we obtain a different text that represents an archaic stage of the Rigvedic textual
development. As a consequence, it would be deeply inconsistent to use the surviv-
ing redaction of the Rgveda in order to test Panini's phonetics; however, there is
no reason why we should refrain from making use of its morphology and syntax"’.
This is the reason why the present study relies on the Rgvedaevidence. So, in order
to better understand how Panini might have conceived the elliptic behaviour of
the language, with special regard to the application of A 1. 2. 70, one has to exam-
ine all the occurrences of the dual form of the stem matr and to verify its actual
nature by analysing the relevant context':

a) Reference to the ardns:

€2 RV 8.60. 15ab

12. See Bronkhorst 1981; 2016. While Bronkhorst maintains that this padaparha was com-
posed in a written form, Witzel 2011 believes that it was still subject to oral transmission.

13. However, consider that the Vedic Sanskrit is not Panini’s main target (see e.g. Kulikov
2013).

14. See also the Appendix and cf. Jamison—Brereton 2014, 1145. Two occurrences (RV 1. 46.
25 6. 59. 2) have been excluded from the list since their inflection is only determined by the syntax of
the context. As for the interpretation of the occurrences of the du. of maty; see also Ditrich 2006,
2271t.: the author points out the general reference to Heaven and Earth in a large number of occur-
rences and gives a reason for the metaphorical comparison with human parents in RV 3. 33. 15 3. 33.
3;7.2.5;10. 1. 7. It seems that RV 8. 99. 6 can also be added to this group.

177



ANITA M. BORGHERO

Sése vanesu”® matrdh sim tvi mdrtisa indhate /
You (Agni) lie in power in the forests, in your parents'®; mortals kindle you.

As is well-known, the aranis are two pieces of different kinds of wood used to kin-
dle the sacrificial fire. The grammatical features of mazr are consistent with the
denotatum of this specific word-form (since it is a feminine dual denoting a pair
whose grammatical gender is feminine); nonetheless, it is self-evident that the
whole ritual procedure actually hints at the ignition of the fire as a production of
offspring by copulation, Ze. involving a male principle, the urrardrans, ‘the up-
per fire-drill’, and a female one, the adharirani, ‘the lower fire-drill’. Even if the
arapss actually generate the fire, the mythological birth of Agni is manifold, as
Bergaigne (1963, I, 21) explained; moreover, he quoted, e.g;, RV 10. 46. 9 as a pas-
sage from which one can infer the origins of Agni. Judging from the syntax of the
first part of that verse (dydvi [...] prehivi jinistam, ‘[Agni,] whom Heaven and
Earth begat’) it is possible to conclude that the fire-drills might almost systemati-
cally have been treated as a parallel pair of parents (with respect to Heaven and
Earth).

b) Reference to Soma's parents:
eg. RV 9.9.3ab:
sd sanuir matdra sucir / jato jaté arocayat /

He, the radiant, born son, caused his two parents to shine'.

15. See RV 10. 4. 6ab vanargii‘two ones who wander in a forest’, where the term vanaconveys
the idea of the forest and of the arans, since they are both made of wood; the ‘two ones’ are both two
robbers and the arms of one of the officiants who kindle the sacred fire.

16. ‘Parents’ stands as a compromise: the fact that Vedic Sanskrit allows both forms to denote
the parental pair offers the slight (but powerful) variation in its perception. Perhaps, a faithful trans-
lation would be ‘the mother with the father’ and the reverse version in the opposite situation.

17. Probably the two pressing stones, which ‘shine’ due to the tawny colour of the just pro-
duced Soma. In st. 1b they are called napeyor: it seems quite paradoxical that the birth of Soma is
caused by two members of its own progeny, and that this pair is referred to as marr in the same
hymn; perhaps, during the performing of the ritual practice, the two stones are considered as being
constantly renewed due to their contact with the Soma. This complex relation seems underlined by
the double use of the past participle of Vjazn referring to each of them in the verse quoted above.
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They are Heaven and Earth'®; Agni and Soma share the fact that they were
both born from a pair of ritual instruments: two pieces of wood, two pressing
stones (or mortar and pestle) respectively. Their production implies the superim-
position of the human physical union (apt to generate) on the whole craft pro-

cess”.
c) Reference to Indra's parents:
eg. RV 10.120.7cd:
4 mardra sthapayase jigatnd dta inosi kdrvara purdni /*°
You cause your moving parents to halt; then you advance towards many deeds.

The peculiarity of Indra’s family is testified e.g. by RV 10. 54. 3, where the god is
directly addressed as he who begot (ajanayathas) his own parents (mitiram ca
pitiram ca). As Bergaigne (1963, 11, 162) states, these ‘parents’ can be recognised
in more than one pair, including, again, Heaven and Earth™.

d) Two occurrences that refer (a) to the parents of Visnu (b) to the parents of the
Angirases. These isolated cases seem to denote Heaven and Earth: in (b) in partic-
ular, the allusion to the Vala myth implies the cosmogonic perspective of creation
of light: see also RV 6. 17. 5, where the Sun and the Dawn (sidryam usdsam) are
allowed to shine for the first time.

€) Reference to rédasf:
eg RV 9.85.12cd:

18. See Geldner 1951, 111, 16; Jamison—Brereton 2014, 1244.

19. De Witt Griswold (1923, 223, n. 4) points out the sexual innuendo of both practises and
recalls the phonetic proximity between the verbal roots Vsu ‘to press’ and Vi ‘to procreate’.

20. Indra causes the fixity of his parents, i.e. Heaven and Earth; he makes the union between
them (and therefore his own conceiving) possible. Compare this verse with AVS 5. 2. 6¢ Z sthapayata
matdram jigatnim dra invata kdrvarini bhiri, ‘cause ye to stand there the moving mother; from it
send ye many exploits’ (Whitney 1905, 224; Roth (ibid., 224) interprets this as a time-dilating strat-
agem). This seems a later version with respect to RV 10.120: e,g, in the AVS the dual of maer did
not survive and became an accusative singular.

21. However, the reference to these two elements in RV 4. 22. 3d (dydm [...] bhima) does not
seem to represent either the parents of Indra or the divine pair at all.
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bhaniih sukrépa socisa vy idyaut pririrucad rédasi mardri siicih /

Brightness (/.e. Soma identified with the Sun in the form of a Gandharva) has
flashed forth with its radiant radiance; he caused Heaven and Earth, his parents,
to shine — he who is the radiant one.

According to the translation by Jamison and Brereton (2014, 1320), the feminine
rédasi in its dual inflection denotes the ‘two world-halves’ (Heaven and Earth).
This dual form possesses the denotatum of two different items: therefore, a never
indicated word must represent the counterpart of the expressed one. First, it
should be pointed out that rddasican morphologically be analysed as a dual in the
sense of ‘Heaven and Earth’ as well as a feminine singular denoting ‘RodasT’, 7.e.
the proper name of the wife of Rudra / partner of the Maruts®. Clearly, a super-
imposition of two divine pairs (respectively ‘the two-world-halves / Heaven and
Earth’ and ‘Rudra and Rodast’) could have occurred. In contrast with the occur-
rences analysed here, in RV 7. 6. 6 the du. rddasiis qualified by the du. of the term
pitr (rddasyor [...] pitror): this is the evidence of the involvement of a masculine
item in the pair and makes it reasonable to infer that the du. of marr conveys the
sense of both a masculine and feminine item, and that even here it does not merely
mean ‘two mothers’. An analogous conclusion can be drawn from the internal
comparison of RV 9. 75 (which is a Soma Pavamana, as its collocation suggests):
whereas, still with reference to rddasi verse 2 features the du. pitrdr, verse 4 in-
volves the feminine mardri and these duals allegedly refer to the same pair (Z.e. the
parents of Soma). This fact indeed validates the interpretation of the feminine dual
in the elliptic sense, and, even here, it implies its being rooted (at least) in the lin-
guistic register of ritual practice.

f) Reference to the compound dydvaprthivi®® and to dydvaand prthiviin asynde-
ton:

22. The difference between these forms can only be grasped in accented texts, since the oxy-
tone rodasi corresponds to the singular (with the meaning of ‘Rodast’), while the proparoxytone
rédasi coincides with the dual (with the meaning of ‘Heaven and Earth’), even though «the latter
can also sometimes be used for Rodasi» (Jamison—Brereton 2014, 364-365). As regards it, see e.g.
RV 6. 66. 6. Vasilkov (1989, 396-397) notes that the Maruts own the goddess Rodasi as a sadhdrani,
«a woman in common possession». Needless to emphasise the parallel with Draupadi's polyandrous
marriage in the Mahabharara.

23. More details in Ditrich 2018.
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eg RV 1.159. 3ab*:
té sundvah svipasah sudimsaso mahi jajaur mardri parvicictaye /

These skilful, powerful sons begot the powerful parents to obtain their first
thought.

While prehiviis a feminine dual, divis employed both in the masculine and in the
feminine gender. Indeed, as Bergaigne (1963, 236) noted, the Heaven can be seen
as both a female and as a male entity: in the former case the rain is the semen, in
the latter it is the maternal milk (see RV 10. 114. 1). Therefore, this series provides
many opportunities for understanding the du. of marras an elliptic one.

Finally, let us consider some verses that feature the use of metric formulas™:
the syntactic string rédasi matdra siicih preceded by the verb pra+/rucat the end of
RV 9.75. 4and RV 9. 85. 12 seems to have been created metri causa; the same
happens with yahvirtdsya matiriin RV 1. 142.7;5. 5. 6;9.102. 7; 10. 59. 8°°. Also
consider the slightly inverted formula matdra yahvi redsyain RV 6. 17.77.

Now, the myth provides another clue: the Rgveda contains many hymns de-
voted to the Rbhus; a complete analysis of their nature is offered by Bergaigne
(1963, 11, §2). They are considered as divine officiants of the sacrifice as well as
mythic craftsmen; for the present scope, only one of their many powers needs to
be considered: that is the ability to rejuvenate their parents, «c’est-a-dire le ciel et
la terre» (Bergaigne 1963, II, 411)**. This special idea is commonly expressed by
referring to the parental pair with the du. of pier: pirdra(RV 1. 20. 4; 1. 110. 8; 4.

24. In this hymn the meanings of pitur(...] matur(v.2), pitari(v.2) and matari(v.3) are equiv-
alent.

25. There are a few cases where the dual of matragrees in gender and number with rihiné(RV
3.33.1;7. 2. 5) and with samrihané(RV 3. 33. 3) from Vrih ‘to lick’. This relation seems to rely on
their being envisioned as mother-cows (see parallel cases with mazrinflected in the plural number in
RV 9.100. 1; 7).

26. Night and Dawn are considered as the mothers of the sz4and at the same time its youngest
daughters (see Witzel-Goto 2007, 705, n. 7). That is why there is an apparent contradiction in terms
in RV 6. 17. 7 between pratné‘ancient’ and yahvi‘yung’ which both refer to mardra. The connota-
tion of this pair seems more temporal than spatial: on the contrary, the gender opposition of Heaven
and Earth, is not so manifest. As such, the efficacy of the translation of this formula could present
some limits.

27. The parallel case of yahvir redsya matdrahin RV 9. 33. S is characterised by the plural in-
flection of the term matr(and of yahva) instead of the dual one.

28. However, the whole procedure of rejuvenation raises doubts in many directions (see Pon-
tillo 2019).
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33.3; 4. 34.9; 4. 35. 5; 4. 36. 3); pittbhyim (RV 1. 111. 1; 4. 33. 2); pitror(RV 3.
5. 8). However, while in the latter case (RV 3. 5. 8) the parents of the Rbhus are
referred to with the masculine dual, the preceding verse features a different lexical
choice by introducing the feminine mardra (RV 3. 5. 7) with respect to the same
pair. This evidence seems to corroborate the idea of the comprehensibility (and
allegedly of the spreading) of the special meaning of the dual analysed here: since
mardrais used in a context where pitdriis usually involved, it is very likely that the
author of RV 3. 5 was perfectly aware of the possibility of denoting the parental
pair with both the elliptic dual mardri and pirdrs and he used each possibility
within the distance of a single verse”.

Since the present series of occurrences bear witness to the elliptic nature of
the du. of the term marrand also give reasons to believe that its meaning was not
at all obscure, why did Panini avoid teaching it?

3. Back to the Core Point

The silence of the Astadhyayiabout this fact is quite perplexing, since its descrip-
tion of the language also encompasses many usages restricted to special literary and
geographical contexts (Joshi-Bhate 1984, §5). For example, A 6. 3. 32 mararapi-
tarau udicam, which teaches that the dvandva mararapitarauwithout the thematic
form of the first constituent, is promoted by Northern grammarians; moreover, A
6. 3. 33 pitarimatari ca chandasi means that pitarimatari (the reversed form with
respect to the previous case) is found in the sacred literature, (as taught by the loc.
s. chandasi). Both rules are good instances of Panini’s attempts to give an overview
of the language known to him that is as complete as possible.

An interpretation of the order of the constituents of the just quoted com-
pound is offered by Patajali’s commentary on A 2. 2. 34 alpictaram, ‘the pada
which contains the fewer number of aC [all the vowels], is placed first (30) in a
dvandva(32)™. This sdtra(along with A 2. 2. 32 and A 2. 2. 33) traditionally deals
with the order of the constituents of copulative compounds; Kityayana proposes
a detailed set of information in the relevant vareeikas about the mandatory features
of the first pada, given that both could be placed first according to 2. 2. 34, Ze. by
being endowed with the same number of vowels (see in vt. 3 ad A 2. 2.3 4

29. The philological perspective is in contrast with the philosophical belief that the Vedas are
eternal and, as such, beginningless and authorless.
30. The translation is mine.
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‘samaniksaranint). The following point seems to be culturally rather than linguis-
tically oriented (M 1. 4361l. 18-19 vt. 4 and M ad vt. 4 ad A 2.2. 34):

Abhyarhitam / abhyarhitam pirvam nipatatiti vaktavyam / matapitarau(...) /

[The constituent standing for] the greatly honoured. It has to be said that the
[constituent standing for] the greatly honoured [is placed first]. [For in-

stance:] matdpitarau ‘mother and father’ [...]*".

The traditional grammatical reflection gives a non-technical explanation to this
word-order; this cultural interpretation seems quite inconsistent with the mascu-
line horizon towards which the spoken language known to Panini tends (see A 1.
2. 67 puman striyd)”. What is it based on?

4, Literature as a Mirror: a Vedic Sanskrit Varia Lectio

Due to the transformation of a given cultural milieu, the relevant language under-
goes changes of various kinds™. In the light of what has been said so far, it seems
interesting to consider that RV 10. 140. 2 was later modified in the 7aittiriya
Sambhitito replace the du. of the term marrwith the more acceptable / understand-
able masculine dual form>:

31. The translation is the author's.

32. Cf. the inverted order in Minava-Dharmasistra2. 225: dciryas ca pitd caivamitd bhriti ca
pirvajah /nartenapy avamantavyi brihmanena visesatah, “Teacher, father, mother, and older
brother - these should never be treated with contempt especially by a Brahmin, even though he may
be deeply hurt’. But see this well-known passage: 2. 145 upadhyayin dasicarya acaryanam satam pita
/sahasram tu pitin mari gauravepatiricyate, “The teacher is ten times greater than the tutor: the father
is a hundred times greater than the teacher; but the mother is a thousand times greater than the father’
(Olivelle 2005, 34). As for the maternal role and the historical background with respect to the
Minava-Dharmasdstra see Ditrich 2010, 151 «The maternal power was perceived as overwhelming
and uncontrollable, too complex to be approached consciously. It is, therefore, omitted and sup-
pressed in the Law Code of Manu. The silencing and the repression of the mother in the text enabled
the construction of the patriarchal vision of a male-created and male-dominated society in the Law
Code of Manur».

33. This scenario is quite common in history: consider e.g. the Latin word ‘minister’ which
commonly denotes a high position in a government department, even though it originally indicated
amere ‘servant’ ( “minus-ter), subordinate to the magis-ter.

34. Keith (1914, 319, fn. 8) notes the varia lectio.
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RV 10. 140. 2: puerd matdra vicirann ipavasi prodksi rodasi ubhé/
TS 4.2.7. 3: putrdh pitdrd vicirann tdpavasy ubhé proaksi rédasi/*

Spreading towards his parents, you, son, behave friendly, you unite Heaven
and Earth.

Now, it is worth making a few considerations; firstly, the Samhitas of the Black
Yajurveda form a closely connected group. Their material and its distribution
point to an organic unity. Their agreement is often even verbal, especially in those
mantras which were borrowed from the Rgveda. Though representing a later
stage, the language of the mantra portion on the whole agrees with that of the
Rgveda(Gonda 1975, 324)*. The origins of the 7aittiriya Samhitiare in the Cen-
tral Gangetic area which «shows a clear dependence on the western (Kuru) KS /
MS traditions»”. As Witzel remarks, the Kuru state along with its «new socio-
religious basis» was solid and enduring, also in exerting its influence: «The
changes were carried out in the center of political power and of contemporary cul-
ture, in Kuruksetra, which now also became the center of the newly emerging Ve-
dic orthopraxy and “orthodoxy”». Due to chronological and areal reasons, it is
likely that the TS text was reformed.

In such a framework, the specific reading treated above could represent a
(small) outcome of a strategy of cultural transformation.

S. Conclusions

The present inquiry is just one piece in the mosaic of the changing aspects of the
Vedic world, whose many implications continue to require extensive studies. No
definite historical explanations are expected from this linguistic analysis, since it
only pays attention to a thought-provoking inconsistency between Vedic Sanskrit
and Grammatical literature and aims, where possible, to preserve the original in-
tention which led the poet to choose the feminine dual rather than the masculine
one. It is impossible to provide a univocal interpretation which sheds light on the
reason why one constituent of a given pair should be left unsaid; however, the cul-
tural role in the natural selection operated by the language is far from being

35. “Visiting thy parents thou aidest them; thou fillest both worlds’ (Keith 1914, 319).
36. See Witzel 1989, for a detailed analysis of the Vedic dialects.
37. Witzel 1997, 12.
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undervalued. The image of markedly maternal parents (which recalls the hypoth-
esis of a primordial matriarchal system at which Edgerton hinted) had been fixed
in the literary dimension in the form of a reminiscence, which had the expressive
merit of being strongly evocative. This process indeed seems close to a sublimation,
an irreversible metamorphosis: why did the special use of the du. of mazrbecame
a poetic prerogative? As the paper has tried to show, this is a quite recurring pres-
ence in the Rgveda, and it might represent a crossroads between two different ages
and social milfeux, with the latter even removing this Vedic Sanskrit dual from the
TS, asacred text. Then, when Panini composed his grammar around the 400-300
BCE, he did not formulate an ad hoc rule to introduce its elliptic usage: the mean-
ing of the dual of the term /mazr must not have been any different from the ordi-
nary one, Ze. ‘two mothers’. This fact could represent the indicator of a (more or
less induced) cultural transition. It goes without saying that the choices made by
the author of the Astadhyiyrhad an enormous influence on the classical Sanskrit
language (and on Indian culture by extension) which has lasted until the present
age™.

38. A possible opposite situation has likely occurred with respect to the passive janyate and
tanyatefrom Vjan ‘to be born’ and Vran ‘to stretch’; as explained by Kulikov 2013, even if these forms
are taught by Panini, the Vedic corpus does not feature any occurrence of them in the place of the
usual jzyareand tdyate. Nonetheless, they are attested in Classical Sanskrit (see Kiparsky 1979), legit-
imised in the light of many centuries of Paninian tradition.
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Appendix

ARANIS

1.122.4d prd vo ndpatam apim krnudhvam prd maedra rispindsyaych
Put forward for yourselves the Child of the Waters (Agni), forward the two

parents of the noisy Ayu®.

1. 140. 3b* krsnapritau vevijé asya saksita ubhi tarete abh/ mardra
Sisum
Floating quickly through the black (the smoke), lying together, both his par-

ents pass across each other for the sake of the child.

3.1.7b dsthur dtra dhendvah pinvamana mahi dasmdsya maedra samici
The swelling cows stood here; the powerful parents of the wonderful one are

united.

3.7.1b préd yd arih Sitiprsthdsya dhisér 7 matdrd vivisuh saptd vinihi*'
From the home of the white-crested (the fire), they move forth; they pervade

the parents and the seven voices.

7.7.3c 4.mdtdra visvdvire huvand ydto yavistha jajiisé susévah

Being summoned to your parents who possess all treasures, o new-born, you
have been generated extremely auspicious.

8. 60. 15a See §2.1

3.5.7d didyanah sicir rsvdh pavakih pinah-punar matdra ndvyasi kah
Shining, the bright, sublime, pure one (Agni identified with the Rbhus) again

and again has made his parents new*.

39. The legend of Purtravas and Urvas is allegorically compared to the aranss already in TS 1.
3.7;6.3.2.Notein RV 1. 31. 11 the identification of Agni with the prathamam dyum, and its pow-
erful epithet in st. 2 dvimazr. Within this specific hymn (st. 11) the father is identified with the sacri-
ficer. Is it possible to consider him as the mortal counterpart of the pair, as the archetype of Purtira-
vas?

40. In this column only the pada where the dual of mazrappears is specified.

41. Note the use of the du. m. pitdriin the following verse (1c). «Agni’s “mother and father”
might be Earth and Heaven — especially since his parents are probably Heaven and Earth in pida
c. But they could also be the two fire-churning sticks, the ardns, in which case mardri might better
be “the two mothers”. If the matdri are both Earth and Heaven and the churning sticks, then the
poet may be deliberately exploiting the paradox that Agni, the ritual fire, is the child of the churning
sticks, and Agni, perhaps as the sun, is the child of Heaven and Earth» (Jamison-Brereton 2014,
478). The identity of the saprd vinihis not clear.

42. Note that this identification may imply a double entendre referring to Agni: Heaven and
Earth, and the arans. The involvement of the Rbhus, on the contrary, places an obstacle with respect
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10.79. 4b

tdd vam rtdm rodasi prd bravimi jiyamino matdrd garbho arti
T say this truth to you, Heaven and Earth: while being born, the embryo eats
his parents.

10.115. 1b

citrd ic chiSos tirunasya vaksdtho nd yS matdrav apycti dhirave
Excellent is the growth of the new-born, and he does not reach his parents to

suck®.

PARENTS OF SOMA

9.9.3a

See §2. 1

9.68. 4a

sd matdra viciran vajdyann apih pré médhirah svadhdya pinvate padim
Abandoning his parents*, impelling the waters, the wise one (Soma) swells his

traces with his own power.

9.70. 6a

sd mdtdri nd didrsina usriyo ninadad eti maritam iva svandh
Manifested as to his parents, he (the new-born Soma), that ruddy bull, flows

roaring again and again like the cry of the Maruts.

PARENTS OF INDRA

4.22. 4c

4 mgtdri bhdrati susmy 4 gor npvdt pdrijman nonuvanta vitih
The thundering one brings near his parents, near on account of the milk (the

rain). The winds roar like men circling everywhere.

8.99.6b

dnu te Sismam turdyantam iyatuh ksoni sisum nd matdra
Heaven and Earth go after that rushing fire (Indra) like two parents [go after]
their child.

10.120. 7b

See§2.1

PARENTS OF VISNU

1.155.3b

4 im vardhanti mdhy asya paimsyam ni matdrd nayati rétase bhujé
They (zcah) strengthen his powerful, masculine virility; he brings his parents

(Heaven and Earth) to enjoy the semen (Soma).

PARENTS OF ANGIRASES

6.32.2a

sd matdra siiryena kavindm dvisayad rujdd ddrim grnandh

to the second possibility (see above §2. 1). As such, the collocation of the verse in this section remains

doubtful.

43. The interpretation of this passage is quite complex. The whole image probably refers to

the fact that, once ignited, the sacred fire is not ‘fed’ by the two ones who begot him, as usually hap-

pens in nature between parents and their offspring. The ancestral idea of nourishment is represented

by the maternal milk (note that the ardnis are compared with cows); Agni, as the son, ‘sucks’ it by

means of the offerings, e.g. ghee, burnt in the flames by the officiant.

44. Ie. moving out from the pressing stones.
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He made the parents of the poets shine with the sun; the praised one broke the

stone.

REFERENCE TO RODASI

3.2.2b

sd rocayaj januisa rédasi ubhé sé matrdr abhavat putrd idyah
He (Agni Vai$vanara) caused both Heaven and Earth to shine by means of his

birth; he became the son to be invoked by those parents.

6.17.7d

ddharayo rédasi deviputre pratné matdrd yahvi redsya
You (Indra) have fixed Heaven and Earth who have sons as gods, the two an-

cient but youthfully exuberant parents of sza.

9.18.5b

yd imé rédasi mahi sim matdreva déhate
[He (Soma)] who yields milk like the two parents together, these powerful

Heaven and Earth.

9.75.4b

= 7 -

ddribhih surd matibhis cinohitah prarocdyan rédasi matdra sicil

Pressed with stones, the one made favourable by intentions, causes Heaven and

Earth, his parents, to shine, [he who is] the radiant one.

9.85.12d

See§2.1

10.59. 8b

$dm rddasi subandhave yahvi rrdsya matdra
Heaven and Earth are luck for Subandhu, the two youthfully exuberant par-

ents of rta.

10. 140. 2¢

putrd mdtdrd vicirann dpavasi prodksi rodasi ubhé
Spreading towards his parents, you, son, behave friendly, you (Agni) unite

Heaven and Earth.

REFERENCE TO THE COMPOUND DYAVAPR THIVI
REFERENCE TO DYAVA AND PR THIVIIN ASYNDETON

1.159.3b

See§2. 1

10.1.7b

4 hi dydvaprthivi agna ubhé sidi putrd nd matdra tatintha
O Agni, indeed, you always extended towards both Heaven and Hearth, as a

son towards his parents.

10.35.3b

dydva no adyd prehivi dnigaso mahi triyetim suvitdya matdrd
Let Heaven and Earth, those powerful parents today protect us, who are sin-

less, to obtain prosperity.

10. 64. 14b

té hi dyivaprehivi matdrd mahi devi devin jinmana yajiiye itih
Heaven and Earth, indeed, the powerful parents, the two deities* worthy of

sacrifice, go towards the gods with their birth.

AGREEMENT WITH VERBAL FORMS < VRIH “TO LICK’

45. As for the construtio ad synesim, see Speijer 1886, 19.
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3.33.1c

[.]
[3.33.3ab
3.33.3c

gaveva subhré matdra rihané vipar chutudri pdyasi javete

Like licking cattle, radiant parents, the Vipa$ and the Sutudr hurry on with their
milk (as the first is a tributary river with respect to the second one and both to-
gether with respect to the Indus).

dcha sindhum matftamam ayasam vipasam urvim subhdgam aganmal

vatsdm iva matdrd samrihané samandm yonim dnu samcdranti

I (Vi§vamitra) arrived at the very motherly river (the one who accepts all the
waters?); we moved to the broad, prosperous Vipas.

Like parents licking their calf, they go together in the same womb (riverbed)*.

7.2.5¢c

purvi sisum nd matdrd rihiné sim agrivo nd simanesv afjan
Like parents licking the son, they anoint the many double [doors] like the vir-

gins in the assembly.

FORMULAE ANALOGOUS TORV 6.17.7;10.59. 8.

1.142.7¢c

yahvi rtisya matdra sidataim barhir i sumdr

Let two youthfully exuberant parents(?) of ¢, sit together on the ritual grass.

5.5.6b

suprdtike vayovidha yahvi redsya mardra
The two of beautiful appearance, of improving strength, the young parents(?)

of rea.

9.102.7b

samiciné abhi tmana yahvi redsya matdrd
The two youthfully exuberant parents(?) of rza, connected with their own per-

son.

46. The passage presents some interpretative difficulties which deserve further investigation.
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Abstract

War positions societies, as well as individuals, in the transitional moments between the past
and the future, between life and death as well as the spaces beyond, between the known
and the unknown - both in the socio-political and the devotional and/or theological sense.
According to Victor Turner’s classical definition, this means that during wars they enter
the liminal phase, that «interval, [...] when the past is momentarily negated, suspended, or
abrogated, and the future has not yet begun, an instant of pure potentiality when
everything, as it were, trembles in the balance». In my analysis, based on Tulsidas’s
Ramcaritmanas (1574), I focus on the elements of time, space, actors and artefacts that
structure the imagery of Lanka battlefield as the liminal space, the “betwixt and between”.
Different functions performed by these elements in the narrative of the poem are also

addressed.

Keywords: Ramayana, Ramcaritmanas, war in Ramcaritmanas, battlefield as liminal space.

1. Introduction

In thelife of any society and of an individual, war positions them in the transitional
moments between life and death and the spaces beyond. According to Victor
Turner’s classical definition!, this would mean that wars situate both societies and
the individuals that constitute them in the liminal phase, in that «interval [...]
when the past is momentarily negated, suspended, or abrogated, and the future has

1. Turner 1974, 75.
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not yet begun, an instant of pure potentiality when everything, as it were, trembles
in the balance». In other words, we can say that the old, structured reality is
suspended and the new one has yet to materialise®.

In this paper, we propose to analyse selected elements of the Rimdyana
narrative concerned with the Lanka war as it is presented in the sixteenth-century
Hindi epic and a major Hindi Bhakti text, Tulsidas’s Rimcariemanas (1574). In
our analysis, adopting Turner’s approach, we will deal with different dimensions
of this conflict and address not only its temporal perspective, so prominent in
Turner’s considerations, but also the spatial one, remindful of the fact that
liminality «designate[s] a space or state which is situated in between other, usually
more clearly defined, spaces, periods or identities [...] [it] might be disruptive of
dominant discursive frameworks: it defies boundaries and erases the differences
upon which regulatory frameworks depend»*. Such a perspective seems optimal
for envisaging the events of the Lanka war that are, in one way or another, a
transformative experience for all the actors involved in it, and especially for the
people of Lanki who are directly exposed to it, and for Ravana, their ruler. Let us
observe here that in the case of Ravana’s opponent, Rima, the most prominent
actor in the Ramdyana narrative, transformation does not seem to be an issue at
all. Of course, this has to do with Rama’s status: he is the all-pervading Lord who
controls the Universe and as such he stands beyond all restrictions, of time and
space too. What is noteworthy in this context is that his people are far away from
Lanka, safe in Ayodhya, living their day-to-day life. Until very late into the conflict,
they were not even aware of the war in Lanka. It is Bharata, ruling as a regent
during Rama’s banishment, who first learns about it from Hanuman, whom he
shot down when Hanumain was flying over Ayodhya on his way back from the
Himalayas with herbs for Laksmana wounded by Meghanada (RCM 6. 54. 4-62.
1, esp. 6. 58-60 ka-kha’).

2. Cf. Turner 1986, 93.

3. Due to different pronunciation and transliteration/transcription rules with respect to
Sanskrit and Hindi words which are written in the same way in the Devanagari script, throughout
my paper (except for transliterated passages), in order to avoid confusion and multiplying different
forms of words, I use Sanskrit forms in the case of the names of literary characters and the technical
terms that originated in Sanskrit literature. Otherwise, I follow the transcription commonly used for
Hindj, in which short ‘a’ is usually dropped in final and certain intersyllabic positions. Therefore, I
write Rima but Ramcaritmanas.

4, Cuddon 2013, 398-399.

S. All references to Tulsidas’s Ramcaritmanas (abbreviated in references as RCM) are to the
vulgate text edited by Hanumanprasid Poddar, published in the Gita Press edition. Unless otherwise
stated, the translations are all mine.
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In order to get the most complete picture as possible, I will focus on these
elements of time and space as well as on the actors and artefacts that structure the
imagery of the Lanka battlefield as a hiatus, the liminal space between the known
and the unknown, both in the socio-political as well as in the devotional and/or

theological sense, carved out of the present here and now.

2. Of Time

First, let us visualise the Lanka war in temporal terms, as a liminal period/state in
which the Lanka society remains de facto from the war’s commencement till its
end, Ze. for seven days (RCM 6. 39-103). This is the state when many, if not all,
aspects of the normal functioning of the Lanka people are suspended, although
the text of the poem does not address this problem directly.

As is well known from tradition, Ravana literally pushes to go to war with
Rima despite a number of mediation attempts, with the best-known mission
being that of Angada, sent to Ravana’s court as Rama’s envoy (RCM 6. 17. 1-35
ka, 38. 2-38 kha) and the very earnest though futile efforts of Ravana’s relatives
and advisers (e.g. RCM 6. 5. 1-10. 3; 6. 36. 1-37; 6. 48. 3-49. 3). They do not speak
directly about all the consequences of the imminent war, although the main
message of their warnings is Ravana’s inevitable defeat at the hands of Rama.
Especially outspoken is Ravana’s wife, Mandodari, who tries to dissuade her
husband from entering into battle with Rama. She says:

Lord, be hostile to that one whom

You can defeat with intellect and strength.

As indeed, between you and Raghupati the difference

Is such as between a firefly and the sun.

Don’t oppose him, my lord,

The one in whose hands [rest] Death, Fate and life [of all]!°.

Ravana is deaf to all her pleadings and does not accept any counsel. He is forgetful
of everything, also of the inhabitants of Lanka for whom the obvious logical result
of the defeat and the death of their ruler will be, as we shall also see, the uncertainty

6.RCM 6. 6. 3-5: ndrha bayaru kije tahi s6/ budhi bala sakia jiti jzhi s6// tumhahi raghupatihi
antara kaisi/ khalu khadyota dinakarahi jaisi// [...] tasu birodha na kijia nathi/ kila karma jiva jiké
hatha//.

199



DaNUTA STASIK

of a new life in the world yet to come and finally a transformation, first of all in
socio-political terms but not only.

In the case of the warriors of both warring parties, whose duty is to fight for
their ruler and defend him and his people, the war — which does not only concern
the suspension of the routine of everyday life — can be seen as a doubly
transformative experience. This happens because wars, even if they are long, do
not last forever and so, in this sense, they are not a day-to-day experience even for
soldiers. When they perform their obligation towards society, they stand right on
the front line, and, in fact, in the Ramdyana narrative they are the only ones who
also directly enter the zone between life and death, while the others wait in fear and
trepidation. This is especially true during the daytime, as according to tradition,
the fighting between both armies only takes place then’; combat ends after dusk
and the armies retire to their stations where they remain until the next morning
which means another suspension in the war narrative (e.g: RCM 6. 42. 2; 6. 44. 2;
6.72.2-4;6.77.3-78. 15 6. 99. 1-100. 3).

3. Of Space

When we think of the Lanka war in spatial terms, it is worth paying attention to
the fact that the text does not speak of any specific, clearly defined battlefield, even
if it is often depicted as such in paintings illustrating the Ramayana war®. It is the
city of Lanka and its surroundings that are the actual arena for the battle: fights
take place right there, close to the city walls guarded by four gates (RCM 6. 39. 1)
and the fort, and, later in the conflict, inside the city.

The fact that the arena of war embraces the whole of Lanka has important
implications for the analysis of the Rimcaritmanas narrative. This practically
means that when we speak of the war, orienting ourselves towards its temporal
dimension, we cannot isolate this perspective from the space in which it takes
place: both the temporal and spatial dimensions of the events in Lanka are almost
inextricably intertwined and practically inseparable. What is more, this dual
spatial-temporal approach proves even more constructive in view of the fact that

7. See also Stasik 2016, 204.

8. See e.g. the paintings from a richly-illustrated seventeenth-century manuscript referred to as
the _Jagat Singh Ramayana, Mewar Ramayana or Udaipur Ramayana. Its four books (2, 4, 6, 7) are
held in the British Library and are available at: https://www.bl.uk/turning-the-
pages/?id=68b0d8eb-787f-4609-9028-8cd17ff05c 968 type=book (last access 30.07.2022).
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the spatial dimension, as more evident or visible, is easier to express in words. In
fact, it seems to be better supported by the textual evidence, providing us with
more productive insights into the problem of liminality in Tulsidas’s imagery of
the battlefield of Lanka, largely founded on situations characteristic of the specific
spatial and temporal passageway between what may be broadly understood as war
and peace. It lets us better envisage the Lanka war in terms of the space between
the known and the unknown, the space in which transitional beings’ and
phenomena become an objective reality at a given moment in time. Thus, these are
the moments when the preternatural, ie. something that is beyond what is
expected or normal'’, comes to the fore. This category encompasses all the episodes
which are concerned with the results of the may, understood as illusory, magical
power (Avasthi 1991, 866), especially as used by riksasas, or demons, different
fabulous weapons, special sacrifices — one by Meghanada (RCM 6. 75. 1-76. 1),
the other one by Rivana (RCM 6. 84-8) — and different kinds of demonic and
ghostly creatures that populate the horrifying battle scenes (RCM 6. 87. 1-88. 4).

Let us focus first on mdy3, the preternatural power of illusion, one of the
tools used to build the battlefield narrative by means of a radical change in the
course of imminent events. M2y is particularly often resorted to by riksasas,
especially the most important riksasa actors, and, of course, it is a prerogative of
Rima whose power of illusion, as we shall soon see, should also be understood as
“delusion”, or a skillful counteraction of the illusion created by demons. What is
important in Rama’s case is that the ability to use mdiya effectively helps him to
keep control of the entire Creation, to which demons unsuccessfully aspire and
strive to seize from him.

The episodes in which mayais employed should be seen as a kind of last resort
after standard courses of action have failed; these episodes constitute key moments
in the narrative, when one of the warring parties realises that the foe is gaining an
advantage. An instant result of the use of may4 are unusual phenomena evoking
curiosity and awe (kautizhal) in those who witness them. The ensuing state of
awesome senselessness suspends the normal functioning of such individuals,
excluding them from fighting for some time, until the effects of mdyz are finally
broken by the mighty Rama or his allies. The poem abounds with such images (e.g.

9. Turner 1986, 94.

10. This is the basic understanding of ‘preternatural’ applied in this paper: something beyond
what is expected or normal. It can otherwise be understood as that which «stand([s] in the liminal
space between the known world and the inexplicable», which is the meaning displayed on the
website of the journal Preternature. Critical and Historical Studies on the Preternatural
(http://www.psupress.org/Journals/jnls_Preternature.html [last access 9.10.2021]).
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6.57.1-58.3,6.72,6.76.6-8, 6. 88-89 chand, 6. 100); here let us take a closer look
at three of them (RCM 6. 46. 5-47, 6. 51. 3-52 and 6. 73. 5-74 ka).

On the first day of fighting, when the demons realise that they are losing
ground, their generals (Anipa, Akampan, Atikaya) take recourse to mdya. In an
instant, complete darkness falls and the rain of blood, stones and ashes begins to
fall. The distressed monkeys of Rama’s army, unable to see anyone, start calling to
each other in fear. It is Rima who dispels the darkness by shooting one of his
arrows and bringing back light, thus restoring order to his ranks and their will to
tight (RCM 6. 46. 5-47). Another example illustrating the narrative function of
illusion is an episode that takes place on the second day of combat. Ravana’s son,
Meghanida, attacks Rama who deflects his assaults with great ease. Therefore,
Meghanida resorts to mdya. First, he causes a shower of hot coals to pour from
heaven and jets of water to gush from the earth. All kinds of demons (nana bar
pisicd pisaci) appear, dancing and shouting, inciting their comrades to fight. Then
Meghanida rains down excrement, pus, blood, hair and bones with intervening
showers of stones. Finally, by causing a shower of dust, he brings about such
darkness that nothing is visible at arm’s length. Rama, realising that all the
monkeys are terrified, blows away the darkness by shooting one of his arrows and
restoring brightness, which, in turn, returns the monkeys’ will to fight (RCM 6.
S1. 3-52). From a narrative and theological point of view in particular, the most
interesting example is the episode in which the arrows shot at Rima by
Meghanida, due to the power of his may4, become snakes. They coil around Rama
and ensnare him, he who is ‘independent, infinite, one and not subject to change’
(svabasa ananta eka abikiri, RCM 6. 73. 6), who is well known as Time/Death
himself (kilarapa, RCM 6. 48 kha; kialabyils; RCM 6. 56. 4) and yet has to be
finally set free by Garuda' (RCM 6. 73. 5-74 ka).

The lord of birds seized the swarm
Of illusory snakes and ate them all.
When all the illusion was dispelled,
The entire monkey host rejoiced'

11. The mount or vehicle (vahana) of Visnu, the king of birds, and an ardent enemy of
serpents.

12.RCM 6. 74 ka: khagapati saba dhari khie mayinaga baritha/ maya bigara bhae saba harase
banara jatha//.
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Let us make it clear that the seemingly contradictory image of Rimaused in this
passage is part and parcel of his /7, or the divine play (cf. e.g. 6. 101 kha).

Maiyiis often supported or destroyed by different kinds of ordinary weapons
mentioned by generic names simply as bows, arrows, spears, etc. But there are also
preternatural weapons with remarkable properties, known by their proper name
and/or origin, which are reserved for radical interventions, such as Visnu’s bow
Sirnga in Rama’s possession (eg. RCM 6. 67. 1-68; 6. 86. 5-86 chand), or
Brahma’s spear (brahmadatta sakei; RCM 6. 83. 4-83 chand) used by Ravana. For
example, Sigﬁga is used by Rama in the final phase of the war, when Ravana,
realising that the monkey army has gained a definite advantage and will soon win,
resorts to mdyd, thanks to which his true self becomes invisible. After a while he
multiplies himself, and there appear as many Ravanas on the battlefield, as there
are Rama’s monkey and bear troops — the host of Ravanas overshadow the
daylight. Rima’s entire army and almost all the gods are terrified and take flight.
Rima reaches for Sirnga and with one shot of its arrow restores everything to
normal (RCM 6. 96. 1-97. 2). In this context, it seems justified to see the
appearance in the poem’s narrative of Ravana’s monstrous, terrifying brother,
Kumbhakarna, in terms of a miraculous weapon. However, as in the case of other
interventions instigated by Ravana, it is doomed to failure (RCM 6. 62. 3-71).

In the war narrative, an important function of the battlefield imagery is
performed by different ghostly beings and demons other than riksasas, such as
pisicas, bhitas, betilas and joginis. They are all the most characteristic dwellers of
Indian epic battlefields who feast on fresh blood and other bodily secretions,
corpses and bones, and are usually assisted in their sumptuous repasts by scavenger
birds and animals®. It is worth noting that these creatures are also made to appear
by means of mdy4as part of special spectacles meant to frighten the opponents and
prevent them from fighting (e.¢. RCM 6. 52. 1).

Occasionally, moments of suspension in the narrative and more or less panic
during fighting are discontinued, when the actors become aware that they are in
the very state between life and death and this awareness begins to act as a stimulus,
driving them to fight. This happens, for example, in the case of the afore-
mentioned Kumbhakarna. Seeing the demon host crushed in an instant, he
manages to gather together enough fresh strength which allows him to fight with
Rama’s army for a while longer (RCM 6. 69. 1-71. 4). Another example of this can
be found in a duel between Rama and Ravana on the penultimate day of the war.

13. For more on the feasting on the Lanka battlefield, and on food and eating imagery in the
battle passages of the Ramcaritmanas, see Stasik 2016.
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Rama ceaselessly cuts Ravana’s heads with his arrow shots but they keep on
growing back. At a certain moment, Ravana, fully aware that his heads
multiplicate, stops thinking of death. Brimming with fury, he rushes to fight with
his ten bows ready to shoot at once (RCM 6. 92. 4-93)™.

It is noteworthy that the Lanka war, understood in terms of the liminal
experience of the moments between life and death and especially the spaces
beyond (e.g. RCM 6. 45. 1-2; 6. 45. 1-2; 6. 54. 3), does not affect the soldiers of
both fighting armies in the same way. In the case of Rama’s warriors, even if they
lose their life, it is only temporarily — after the war, the god Indra restores them all
to life at the instigation of Rima (RCM 6. 114. 1-5), while riksasas, Brahmin-
eating demons, die and become liberated by Rama. This was the fate of such
prominent riksasas as Kalanemi (Ravana’s uncle), whose mission was to kill
Hanuman to whom he actually finally fell victim (RCM 6. 56-58. 3), and Ravana’s
valiant son Meghanada, killed by Rama’s brother Laksmana (RCM 6. 76). And,
last but not least, Ravana, the mighty opponent of Rama, is also liberated after
death, being ‘devoured by him’ — literally ‘his [life] energy has filled the mouth of
Lord [Rama]’ (z2su teju samana prabhu anana; RCM 6.103. 5). AsThave observed
elsewhere, «In this multi-layered image, Ram figures as the all-devouring
Time/Death, the Death of Death that stops the cycle of rebirths, bringing about
liberation and allowing one to commune with the Lord in his abode»". Here I
shall not enter into the discussion of this tricky problem, which is not conclusive
despite the great amount of attention devoted to it in the commentarial tradition
(both oral and textual). I would only emphasise that in this way, Tulsidas’s poem
conveys a profound devotional message: in the eternal all-embracing kingdom of
Rima there is a place for all — even unapologetic sinners can become united with
Rima after dying with his name on their lips'.

4. Conclusions

The foregoing discussion of the Lanka war seen from the perspective of a liminal,
or inter-structural, phase in the R4mdyana narrative culminating in it, reveals its
multifaceted character, unfolding simultaneously on different planes.

14.RCM 6. 92. 4-93: dasamukha deki siranha kai birhi/ bisari matana bhai risa garhi// garjeu
miirha mahi abhimani/ dhieu dasau sarsana tani//.

15. Stasik 2016, 211.

16. For more on Rama’s image as the all-devouring Time/Death, see Stasik 2016.
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First of all, the war as a political event deeply influences the social dimension of the
Lankan society that is directly exposed to it. Its disruptive and yet simultaneously
transforming effect on the hitherto existing, or implied, structures of the
Ramayanaworld is beyond any doubt. Its transformative quality makes it possible
for the Lankan society to return to normal life, of course in a new form and on
new terms under the leadership of the new ruler, Vibhisana (RCM 6. 106. 1-106
chand). It is no wonder that the poem that is a major Hindi Bhakti text also gives
great voice to the devotional dimension in its war imagery. This is especially
manifest in the case of riksasa warriors who, having died with the name of Rima
on their lips, even if only by chance, become liberated and thus transposed to
another existential dimension. Whereas, as mentioned previously, the monkeys
and bears who fell on the battlefield are all restored to life — now they can continue
their existence in a postwar order under Rima’s supremacy.

Outside Lanka, on the more general narrative plane, Siti is restored to Rima
who can return home with his companions and be installed on the throne of
Ayodhya. This opens the way for him to fully implement rZmrajya, his righteous
rule, not only in his kingdom and its society but in the entire Creation that has
finally been brought out of chaos and put in order.
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The royal power is represented in Indian literature often in contrasting ways, as the seat of
glory on one hand and as an allurement for evil leading one to ultimate fall on the other.
Veteran statesmen like Kautilya, even while dilating the pomp and power of royalty have
taken great pains to highlight the temptations and lapses which may prove to be the for-
mula for the down fall of the king. A young prince on the threshold of royalty thus assumes
tremendous psychological significance as he is to embark on an unknown way of life beset
with uncertainties. It is remarkable that in Kidambari, Banabhatta has captured exactly
such a moment of transition, when the young prince Candripida, about to assume the
throne comes to visit Sukanisa, the veteran minister. The long piece of advice meted out
to him by Sukanisa, celebrated for its worldly wisdom and political acumen, is also a doc-
ument portraying the transition point of a virtuous prince from innocence to maturity.
The present paper will explore the anxieties and apprehensions expressed in Sukanisa’s ad-
vice and the ritualistic, psychological and philosophical dimensions of the transition as rep-
resented in the discourse.

Keywords: Kidambari, kingship, Arthasistra, royal court, Harsacarita.

1. Introduction

Kingship is the most powerful institution constituting the nucleus of a monar-
chical state. As a cultural construct in ancient India, it has several layers of dis-
courses contributing to its complex and sometimes contradictory nature. These
layers include origination myths, royalty-related rituals, literary representations of
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kings, prescriptions in smyti texts and manuals like the Arthasistra. Some origina-
tion myths uphold the consensual nature and the congeniality of royalty as the
ideal, as epitomised in concepts like that of the mahdsammata, the ‘Great Chosen
One’. On the other hand, myths favouring the divinity of the king underline the
unquestionable nature and implicit infallibility of the institution'. Various rituals
related to the king’s coronation and sacrifices like the rdjasiya and the vijapeya
seem to reinforce the divinity of the king. The vulnerability of the office of the
king and the inevitable fall of an undesirable ruler are also themes of sensitive de-
scription. Works like the Mrcchakatika and treatises like the Arthasistra deal with
the downfall of despots. Veteran statesmen as he is, Kautilya, even while dilating
the pomp and power of royalty took great pains to highlight the temptations and
lapses which may prove to be the formula for the king’s downfall>. In short, while
kingship represents glory and power, it is also not unaccompanied by grave dangers
from within and without. While the name of a successful ruler is preserved for
posterity as a model of good governance, failed kings bring ruin to themselves and
the state they rule.

It is because of these vagaries of statecraft that the assumption of royal power
becomes a moment of great anxiety for the country at large in general and for those
close to the king in particular. Kings, despite the almost superhuman aura thrust
on them in traditional societies, are also human beings vulnerable to temptations
and follies, and one bad move on their part may cost them all their power and pres-
tige. In this complex cultural background, the transition of an individual from his
normal life to kingship is an event of momentous significance. For a prince, the
crucial moment represents a transition from a carefree life to stressful officialdom
and from innocence to maturity. The transition can also be beset with uncertain-
ties and reversals, as the stories of both the two epics Ramayana and Mahibharata
seem to demonstrate. In the former, Rama, the heir apparent loses the crown as
soon as he gains it, while in the latter, a great fratricidal war is fought to determine
succession. Unfortunately, such a liminal situation is seldom discussed in Indian
literature with its inner complexities.

1. Basham 1989, 82-84.
2. Rangarajan 1992, 121.
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2. The Sukanisopades’a or ‘Sukandsa’s advice’ in Kadambari of Binabhatta

In these circumstances, the celebrated section known as ‘Sukanisa’s advice’
(Sukandsopadesa) in the prose romance Kidambari(K) of Banabhatta assumes tre-
mendous significance due to the sidelights it sheds on royalty and the societal anx-
ieties it shares at the time of transition of power. As the term implies, the suzkanso-
padesais along and elaborate piece of advice given by Sukanisa, the seasoned min-
ister of king Tarapida, to Candrapida, when the young prince, about to assume
the throne comes to visit the former.

Banabhatta had first-hand knowledge of the royal court of ancient India
which he portrayed realistically in Harsacarita (HC), a biography on his patron
king. Like the Harsacarita, Kidambarialso centres on the lives of royalty. The main
characters are Tarapida and Candrapida, the king and the royal prince, belonging
to Ujjayini. The author has made deft use of his knowledge deriving from his inti-
mate connection with the royal court to depict aspects of court life in both these
works.

Bina’s Kidambaritalls under the category of prose fiction (karha) in Sanskrit
literature and is written in a heavily ornamented style with figurative expressions,
especially word play based on double entendre. However, neither the fictitious na-
ture of the narrative nor its ornamental style detracts one from the message Bana
wishes to convey through the lengthy discourse put in the mouth of the seasoned
minister: being selected for ascendency to royal power is a crucial moment in the
life of a prince and its implications must be squarely faced by the novice. Bana here
captures a liminal moment in the life of a prince where he has to select a path either
leading to further glory or to total destruction.

It is perhaps a bit disappointing that Bana did not care to depict the excite-
ment and anxieties of Candrapida himself who is the crown-designate and who is
thus on the threshold of a career and assignment which is going to radically trans-
form his life and attitudes. Perhaps a frank description of the existential dilemmas
of a prospective king must have been looked upon as a confession of the weakness
of that particular person. Be that as it may, Bana prefers sharing the perceptions of
the society at large when a young person assumes royal office. He makes the con-
text an occasion for a sagacious and wise minister to share the genuine misgivings
of his well-wishers. The message is clear: however learned, noble, high born, firm
minded, preserving and alert a person is, wealth and power turn him into a wicked
person. Royalty is dreadful because of ‘thousands of extremely crooked and
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painful practices™. The anxieties and apprehensions expressed in Sukanisa’s advice
and the ritualistic, psychological and philosophical dimensions of the transition as
represented in the discourse deserve closer scrutiny. It may be that these sentiments
are neither character specific nor context specific and may apply to any such per-
son facing a similar situation. In this regard, the advice needs to be de-contextual-
ised and viewed against the backdrop of kingship and attendant dangers.

A factor enhancing the liminal nature of the transition is that it also synchro-
nises with Candrapida’s transition from childhood to youth. Youth is the age
which produces greatest infatuation. Sukanasa makes it clear that youth is a sensi-
tive period of time in the case of any individual and its effects are more far reaching
in the case of a prince. As if this is not enough, all this is further amplified by some
other factors too. Actually, Candrapida has to be extra vigilant due to the com-
bined effects of being rich at the time of his birth, his fresh youth, handsome na-
ture and extraordinary physical strength. Each of these four factors is enough to
make one mischievous and one can only imagine the havoc brought about by all
of them working in tandem. This is the justification Sukanisa offers for the long
piece of advice he gives to the prince.

Sukanasa pointedly refers to knaves, rogues, gallants, servants, enticing
women, royal glory, arrogance, passion, sensual pleasures and luxury as attendant
evils in the career of the prospective king. He is extremely anxious about any lapse
on the part of the prince which would make him an object of ridicule in the eyes
of the people. The ideal king envisaged in the words of the minister should be
above the censure of the good people. He should not be the object of condemna-
tion of the elderly people. He should not give any occasion for reproach from
friends. He must not be an object of grief for the wise®.

An important aspect of royalty surfacing time and again in Sukanisa’s dis-
course is the dehumanised atmosphere in a royal court where in power is centred
on a single individual whose judgment could be clouded by the pomp and pag-
eantry of the royal court. This is a sensitive issue which Bana has to handle in his
works also in some other contexts. It seems that in his view, it is more the system
than the individuals which is at fault. In Harsacarita, Bana frankly recounts the
embarrassing experience he had faced when he visited Harsavardhana in his royal
court for the first time. Bana had admittedly lived a restrained less bohemian life

3. Kale 1968, 179.

4. K 179: tatha prayatethih yatha na upahasyase janair na nindyase sidhubhir na dhikkriyase
gurubhir na upilabhyase suhrdbhir na socyase vidvadbhih //. Edition and translation after Kale
1968.
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in his youth in the company of friends of his own age, ‘to the derision of the great’
(mahatimupahasyatam)®, but he was upset at the cold reception accorded to him
in the royal court. When Bana approached the royal presence, the elephant ma-
hour, through a verse composed extempore, asked the elephant to give up his anger
and behave properly, which was actually a dig at Bana and his character. Theking’s
behaviour was no less humiliating. On learning that his visitor is Bana, the king
says that he is not going to see him, adding that the latter is a paramour. Bana was
not prepared to let this remark go unchallenged and he tells the king in no uncer-
tain words that it was not proper for the latter to form an opinion of him based on
the opinions of others. He makes a stout defence of his own lineage and learning
and convinces the king of his worth. This incident must have led Bana to realise
that the kings are often led to prejudice and preconceived notions on the basis of
the input they receive from sycophants.

That Bina had no illusions about the estrangement between the king and his
subjects is clear from another context in the Harsacarita wherein the king orders a
march against the enemies. Here the whole countryside comes in eager haste, curi-
ous to see the king. The villagers come with presents of curds, molasses, candied
sugar, and flowers in baskets, demanding the protection of the crops:

flying before their terror of irate and savage chamberlains, they yet in spite of
distance, tripping, and falling, kept their eyes fixed upon the king, bringing to
light imaginary wrongs of former governors, lauding hundreds of past officials,
reporting ancient misdeeds of knaves®.

Bana also records that «some, contented with the appointed overseers, were bawl-
ing their eulogies: “The king is Dharma incarnate”; others, despondent at the plun-
der of their ripe grain, had come forth with their wives and all to bemoan their
estates, and at the imminent risk of their lives, grief dismissing fear, had begun to
censure their sovereign, crying “Where’s the king? What right has he to be king?
What a king!”»".

5. Kane 1997, 19.

6. HC 113: updyanikrradadhigudakhandakusumakarandair dhanaghatitapetakair sarab-
hasamsamutsardbhih prakupitapracandadandivirisanavidrutardiragatair apiskhaladbhir apiparad-
bhir apinarendranihitadrstibhif //. Edition after Kane 1997; T have adopted the translation by E. B.
Cowell and F. W. Thomas (1897, 208).

7. HC 113: aparair adistaparipalakapurusaparitustair dharmah pratyakso devah idd stutir atan-
vadbhir aparair liyamananispannasasyaprakatitavisidaih kserrasucsakurumbair iva nirgataih pra-
radhaprinachedaih  paritipatyijitabhayaih  kva riji  kuto riji  kidso  va  rgja it
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It may also be recalled that Bana paid scant respect to the theory of the divine
origin of Kings. Basham rightly points out that in ancient India, between the mys-
tical and contractual theories on the origin of monarchy, it was the former which
«carried most weight, at least in thought»®. Even the Arthasistra, which had no
illusion about the human nature of the king, found legends reiterating the divinity
of kings of great propaganda value. While the Buddhists and Jainas explicitly de-
nied the divinity of the king, Bana went to the extent of calling his bluff describing
it as the «work of sycophants who befuddled the minds of weak and stupid mon-
archs»’. He upheld a more humanistic perception of kingship and idealised king-
ship in fictitious characters and historical personages alike in his writings.

Bana, through the words of Sukanisa, analyses the process of the king’s corona-
tion without being overwhelmed by its mystifying nature. According to Sukanisa, the
various rituals associated with the coronation ceremony are actually various steps in
the process of the dehumanisation of the king. Itis significant that the myth of divinity
was reinforced by the various rituals at the time of the king’s coronation. According to
Arnold van Gennep, «the ceremonies of enthronement or crowning show a very great
resemblance to ordination ceremonies, both in detail and their order»'°. He lists the
handing over and acceptance of the sacra, including drums, sceptre, crown and a spe-
cial seat. In the Indian context, the ceremonies include the construction of a sacred
altar in a special pavilion with four pillars, the pouring of the water from sacred places
in golden pitchers on the head of the king seated there, the Brahmin gift of the sacred
darva grass, sprouts of the barley plant, bark of the plaksa tree, and the madhuka
flower, the recitation of Atharvaveda mantras, the gifts of dress and ornaments to the
prospective king seated on an ivory seat, and the handing of the royal paraphernalia to
him".. The ritual culminated in the king’s journey to the assembly hall, and him sitting
on the royal throne. Finally, he takes the sceptre and goes out in the streets of his capital
riding on an elephant.

Bina almost demystifies the coronation ceremony by asserting that each of
the rituals is aimed at dehumanising and alienating the prospective king from the
common folk and a life of morality. Here the speech of Sukanisa becomes highly
figurative and demonstrates how the elaborate rituals symbolically transform the
incumbent and put him in a very vulnerable position susceptible to evil influences.

prarabdhanaranathanindam //. Edition after Kane 1997; I have adopted the translation by E. B.
Cowell and F. W. Thomas (1897, 208-209).

8. Basham 1989, 84.

9. Ibid., 84.

10. van Gennep 1960, 110.

11. Upadhyaya 1968, 92-93.
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Thus, the very water poured on the kings at the time of coronation removes any
trace of kindness in them. The smoke emitted from the fire altar itself makes his
heart dirty. The patience of the king is removed by the broom made of the kusa
grass held by the priest. Any remembrance of old age is concealed by the silken
head-gear. The perception of the other world is covered by the royal umbrella. The
breeze from the chowries itself removes truthful speech. The good qualities are
chased away by the cane. The beneficial advice is drowned in the din made by the
sounds of hail. Fame is rubbed away by the foliage in the form of the royal flag.
The resulting aloofness of the king-designate and his vulnerability are the sensitive
points of concern for those who have hitherto been close to him.

Two other important points stressed by Bana in the discourse are related to
the changes brought about by wealth and sycophancy in a king. Here he uses ex-
tremely figurative language to drive home the passionate nature, perversity, insta-
bility, delusiveness, arrogance and cruelty brought about by wealth in a human
being. Wealth, personified as the goddess Laksmi spurs a person to act in a wicked
manner and the kings coming under her spell become arrogant and cruel, and in-
sensitive to good advice. Sycophancy is another great evil which deludes a king and
leads him to self-deception. Bana describes sycophants as vultures devouring the
flesh of wealth. They represent evils like hunting, drinking, arrogance and moral
turpitude as good things and thus set a trap for the vulnerable king. The kings start
believing that they are divine incarnations and behave accordingly, eschewing the

company of good people.

3. Conclusions

Finally, we can see that Bana shows his critical attitude towards not only the initi-
ation rites of the king, but also the text books like that of Kautilya which are devoid
of any compassion, consisting as they do of cruel advice, and the means of valid
knowledge in statecraft'. The transformation of a good human being into an in-
human despot will be complete with such paraphernalia. It seems that it is only at
the critical juncture on the eve of the coronation that a sensible minister can show
the ideal path. Through Sukanisa, Bina was probably sharing the anxieties and
apprehensions of a humane poet with prospective kings, if not with king Harsa
himself, whom he started admiring and trusting after their initial meeting.

12. For an account of Bana’s critical spirit as reflected in Harsacarita, and Kadambari, see Deva-
huti 1998, 11-14.
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cribed to the anthropological category since van Gennep’s theories, the modern applica-
tion of liminality to broader historical and cultural changes will be taken into account. The
close study of selected stanzas from this epic poem will show how the description of a mil-
itary campaign seems to be permeated by liminal elements, which also appear in the por-
trayal of royal power. The new conceptualisation of kingship in the Pindyakulodaya, in-
terpreted as the new institutional paradigm after the transitional period investing the
Piandya dynasty and its weakened political influence, will be analysed in the frame of the
general categorisation of cultural reaction.
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1. Introduction

No introductory words are needed for the anthropological concept of liminal-
ity as theorised during the early decades of the 20™ century. In 1909, the eth-
nographer and folklorist Arnold van Gennep (1873-1957) elaborated the cat-
egory of liminality applied to rites in small-class societies, in the general frame
of his theorised three-fold structure of the “rites of passage™'. In recent years,
after the implementation of the concept by Victor Turner? liminality has as-
sumed a broader perspective and been applied to every kind of category de-
scribing historical, political or cultural changes®. In this view, the standard and
confirmed assets of a given tradition, placed then in transitional liminal peri-
ods, may become uncertain or reversed, which may lead to the dissolution and
reformulation of the precedent order. The moment created during liminality
can provoke fluid situational events that may cause the rise and establishment
of new institutional customs®.

Malleable and inclusive dynamics characterise the Hinda tradition under
several aspects. Everything is born and changes according to cultural and his-
torical transformations and is dissolved and recreated in a new shape through
the phagocytising trends of Indian culture. Men change according to in-pro-
gress cultural conceptualisations; their identities are constantly evolving
through the centuries, sensible to the historical mutations which have created
them. Nothing is established and fixed about human identities, especially those
of kings. The paper will be devoted to a specific liminal period in South Indian
history as mirrored by the classical courtly production in Sanskrit (kvya), fo-
cusing on the re-creation of new idioms of royal ideology and cultural reaction
in a Southern royal dynasty.

1. For further details about the original concept of liminality the interested reader may of
course refer to van Gennep 1975 [1960]. Starting from the 1960s, the category was further re-studied
by Victor Turner, and then generalised and applied beyond the limits of rituality by Thomassen, for
instance, in the frame of political anthropology.

2. Turner 1969.

3. Thomassen 2009, 51.

4. Szakolczai 2009, 141.
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2. A LiminalDigyvijaya

By the end of the 15" century CE, the Pindya dynasty® had been relegated to a
small territorial area located in the Tirunelveli district. Driven away from their his-
torical capital of Madurai during the Muslim invasion of the 14" century and
weakened by the disastrous coeval internecine war®, the Pandyas were rulers of a
kingdom “in exile” under the direct control of the Vijayanagara empire (1336-
1565), which extended its undisputed dominion over all the Southern parts of the
Indian sub-continent. Despite the political decline and its subordinate position,
the culture and patronage of the arts increasingly flourished at the Tenkasi court,
especially at the closing of the 15" and the beginning of the 16" centuries, marked
by the composition of the Pindyakulodayamahikivyaby Mandalakavi.

The Pindyakulodaya (‘The Rise of the Piandya dynasty’) is an incomplete
mahakavyain 12 sargas narrating the origin and establishment of the Pandya king-
dom. The poem, in its actual form, retells the history of the dynasty from the
mythological accounts to the times of King Campaka Parakrama, also known as
Jatilavarman Tribhuvanacakravarti Konérinmaikondan Parikrama Kulasekhara
(c. 1480-1508 CE). This later monarch of the royal line, whose reign from the
capital city of Tenkasi constitutes the object of the fundamental sazgas X-XII, was
in all probability the poet’s patron’.

S. For the chronological division of Pandya history I refer to the canonical periodisation in
“early”, “medieval”, “imperial” and “later” phases proposed by Nilakanta Sastri and Sethuraman
(Nilakanta Sastri 1929; Sethuraman 1978; 1980).

6. Jalal ad-din Ahsan Khan, an officer with Sultan Muhammad bin Tugluq (1290-1351), was
sent to subdue rebellious kings in the frame of the Muslim invasion of the Southern branches of the
Indian sub-continent, which had started in 1311 with Malik Kafar, general of the Sultan of Delhi
‘Ala’ ud-din Khalji (1267-1316). In 1335, having managed to subdue the Pandya region, Ahsan
Khin proclaimed independence and founded the Sultanate of Madurai (1335-1370), only to be
driven away by Kumara Kampana, the son and general of the Vijayanagara emperor Bukka I (1357-
1377) in 1365-1370 (Derrett, 1957, 170). Furthermore, in this difficult transition, King Maravar-
man Kulasekhara Pandya I (1268-1308) was murdered by his own son, the co-regent Jativarman
Sundara IIT (1304-1320), who started a civil war against his brother, Jatavarman Vira Pandya II
(1297-1343) (Nilakanta Sastri, 1958, 208-209).

7. The reign of Jatilavarman Kulasekhara is attested by a dozen of unpublished records (ARE
1918, nos. 502-505; 508-510; 516; 524; 527; 534; 618); this epigraphical documentation attests the
King’s ascent to the throne in 1480. Record no. 618 attests the great patronage the monarch dedi-
cated to temple building, just like his maternal uncle Arikesari Parakramadeva (1422-1463), the

»

founder of the Kasivisvanatha temple in Tenkasi. This inscription, dated to 1508, involves the dona-
tions to and the maintenance of the Alagiya Cokkanar and Varamturam Perumal temples in Kada-
yanallar (Tirunelveli district).
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Nothing is known about the author of the mahikivya, Mandalakavi, except
for what he himself laconically stated in each colophon of the poem; for instance,
the ending of sazgaI®:

// it kundinakulamandanasya mandalakavisvarasya kreau pandyakulodaye
prathamah sargah //

Here [ends] the first canto in “The Rise of the Pandya race’, composed by the
Lord of Poets Mandala, the jewel of the Kaundinya clan.

The poet opens his narrative on the origin of the dynasty with the depiction of the
mythical past, with the foundation of the city of Madurai and a long series of con-
nected episodes. It appears quite clear, even at a preliminary reading, that the mod-
els for the first parts of the mahikavya (sargas I-V) were drawn from a Tamil her-
itage orbiting around the celebrated ‘Sacred Games of Siva’, as, for instance, the
Tiruvilaivatarpuranam by Perumparrapuliyir Nampi (probably late 13™ century)
and a Sanskrit version of this material, the Halasyamahatmya (14"-15" century).

Canto XII, unfortunately incomplete, narrates the military campaigns against
Kerala and King Jayasimha conducted by the Pindya sovereign, Campaka
Parakrama’. After a colourful description of the setting of the King’s army in the
Keralan territory (stanzas 1-5), Mandalakavi describes the beginning of the hostil-
ities between the two sovereigns. The relative passages are quoted below':

avrtya hanta putabhedanam asmadiyam
balo pi khelati parikramapindyadevah /
pranaih kimebhir iti pallavitaprakopo
dhiras cal cila nagara)j jayasimharijah // 6 //

8. Here and later on, I quote the text of Pindyakulodayaaccording to the critical edition (Sarma
1981). If not otherwise stated, all the translations in the paper are mine.

9. This King subdued by the Pindya army may be identified with Jayasimha Virakeralavarman,
whose Kollam inscription (published in the Zravancore Archacological Series II; Gopinatha Rao
1914, 26-27), dated to 1496 CE, allows him to be placed as a contemporary of Jatavarman Parakrama
Kulasekhara.

10. Given the thematic element of this description, Mandalakavi employed the vasanrarilaka
metre in the metrical asset of the canto. According to Ksemendra’s Suvrrratilaka 111, 19a, this 14-
syllabled vrre7is more suitable for evoking the raudra and vira rasas, the aesthetic sentiments of fury
and heroism (vasantatilakim bhati sarikare viraraudrayoh).
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The resolute King Jayasimhha marched from his capital with rising fury, [ask-
ing]: “Ah! Why does the boyish Parakrama Pandya play with his own life turn-
ing towards my city?”

Jhanjhaprabhafjanasamakulasigarimbhas
sambharasambharavidambanalil mpakenal /

sainyena tasya jayasimhavibho raniya

niryanakarma nidhilibham asiv amamsta// 7 //

He [the Pandya King] considered King Jayasimha’s act of going out to battle,
with an army that resembled the spreading of the ocean’s waters greatly agitated
by the storm over a region, as a great favour.

The poet indulged in imaginative passages in his description of the terrible clash
between the two opponents, portraying the vehemence of the battle and the valour
of the Pandya King:

asit samikam anayor amaradhirija-
rastrabhivrddhigharanalatahastrapacam /
asrair nisiktam alpal rimysatd svam al rigam)
yatra vyahari yamind mahatikarepa// 8 //

There was a battle between the two [kings], in which the discharge of missile
weapons provoked the raising [of a number of warriors] to the kingdom of the
Lord of Immortals; here (on the battlefield) the Mahari lute bearer Sage -
Nirada did not even wipe his blood-stained limbs.

aruhya kafcid ibham adrinibham prakopad
dparaliksam aririjasarojabandhum /
pratyarthinam pramathandya paribhramantam
bhartd kathadicid avahar phaninam sirobhih // 9 //

Somehow the Lord of the Snakes managed to support on his heads the Sun to
Enemy Kings, who, with eyes reddened by fury, having mounted a mountain-

like elephant, was moving about crushing the enemy [soldiers].

After a narrative sequence portraying the battle between the two armies (stanzas
10-17), Jayasimha is finally subdued and graced by the benevolence of Campaka
Parakrama:

samvartavita iva sinumal to riganastham)

221



Davip PrerpoMiINICI LEAO

dharriruham vyaghatayaj jayasimharajam /
vetandakarnavival raih prahitail r vipathaih
sphayatparikramadhanah pararijasiryah // 18 //

The Sun to Enemy Kings, a treasure of increasing valour, destroyed King Jaya-
simha with vipatha arrows shot at the earholes of elephants, like the whirling
wind [would destroy] a tree standing in a mountain valley.

[khinnam bhrama) ntam adibhami muhur luthantam
asvisya keralam ayar parardjal siryal) /

[curigam] matarigajakulam ruragan [prabhitin)
vittam prasastam api tasya jahara viral // 19 //"

The Sun to Enemy Kings, after having comforted the Kerala [monarch] who
was rambling in distress on the battlefield and who was constantly rolling [on
the ground], led him away. The Hero carried away even the herd of strong ele-
phants, the numerous horses and the renowned wealth of Jayasimha.

Having described the war with the Kerala King, Mandalakavi proceeded to de-
scribe Campaka Parikrama’s further march against other Indian kingdoms, offer-
ing the reader a true account of a djgvijaya (‘worldly conquest’). The several stages
of this military campaign as described by the poet represent a political map of the
Southern regions of India, whose depiction contributes to outlining a vivid fresco
of the geopolitics of the 15"-16" centuries CE.

The first step in the Pandya digvijayais the Tulu country', historically under
the control of Vijayanagara:

pascad amusya calatah pathiketanini
makandavindamakarandarasardritani /
dirikrtihavamadais tuluvail r viti] roa-
vetandakarpapavanair agaman visosam// 21 //

11. As we shall also see later, several stanzas present somehow considerable and significant tex-
tual facunae which have been arbitrarily filled by the editor of Pindyakulodaya, an attitude, unfor-
tunately, adopted more than once in editing this particular sargz and the tenth one. They are symp-
tomatic examples of the critical trends employed by Sarma in the presentation of the critical edition.

12. The Tulu country comprehends two Western coastal areas of the contemporary federal
state of Karnataka; the third dynasty of Vijayanagara — the Tuluva (1491-1570), coeval to the com-
position of Pindyakulodaya and Jatilavarman Parikrama Kulagekhara’s reign — was native to this
geographical area.
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Moving then westwards, the flags [of the Pandya army] were moistened by the
honey of the mango trees; they became dry due to the fanning of the ears of ele-
phants offered by the Tulu people whose ardour for battle had been removed.

This introductory step of the military conquest, rather neutral in its detail, serves
as a trait d union with the following stage of Campaka Parakrama’s march; in the
next stanza the poet does indeed describe the Tamil monarch worshipping a Siva
idol on the banks of the Tungabhadra river and the subsequent battle with the
karparadesapati, “the Lord of Karnataka”:

pandyo vilarighya tuluvam pratipadya pampam
samsevya tat tatagatam tarupendumaulim /
karpatadesapating kalitihavena

prapte kare paricacila bhajan pramodam // 22 //

The Pandya [King], crossing the Tulu country and reaching the river Pampa,
worshipped the Young Moon-Crested God - Siva - installed there on the bank.
As he happily received tribute with war with the Lord of Karnataka, he pro-
ceeded.

Pampa, the ancient fluvial goddess in the Kannada-speaking region, was identified
with the Tunga, the river which has its source in the Western Ghats and merges
with the Krsna in Andhra Pradesh. As the topographical reference and the periph-
rasis ‘Lord of Karnataka’ employed by Mandalakavi suggest, it is quite clear thatin
the present narrative segment, Campaka Parakrama subdued the Vijayanagara em-
peror®. It is interesting to note that in the eulogistic plan of the mahikavya the

13. An alternative form of the name of this river is Tungabhadra, due to the union with the
Bhadri river in Koodli, Shimoga district. In ancient times, this river was identified with the goddess
Pampa, from whom the current name of the site derives (Pamp3, old Kannada > Hampe/Hampi,
modern Kannada). The popular use of the deity’s eponymous name for the river, apart from being
attested in Vijayanagara inscriptions, is also confirmed by the Pampimaharmya (1. 7), the local
sthalapuripa. This evidence probably denotes the genesis of Pampi as a very ancient fluvial goddess
who, in the course of centuries, came to be identified as the folk deity of the area. Her antiquity is in
facta difficult matter to ascertain. According to scholars (Verghese 1995, 16) Pampa’s cult is anterior
to the 7 century CE, when an inscription by the Calukya king Yuddhamalla Vinayaditya (680-696)
refers to a royal settlement on the banks of the river. According to the south Indian process of ‘San-
skritisation’, where the usual dynamics of assimilation were based upon a symbolical marriage with
abrahmanical deity, Pampa became the consort of Siva-Viraipiksa and identified with Parvati. In the
course of time, the goddess became less important and, as a result of this process of assimilation she
was gradually reduced from the position of preeminent deity to a secondary object of worship. In
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Pindya monarch managed to overcome his nominal sovereign — who is completely
anonymous in the stanza. Given the political situation of the dynasty at the dawn
of the 16" century CE, the above passage is even more surprising. Furthermore,
the depiction of the war is not coincidentally interspersed with a scene of religious
worship, which we will examine in a more elaborated form later on.

Proceeding with the worldly conquest, the next stage of the campaign is even
more undefined, but no less significative. In stanza 23 of sazga XII, the poet de-
picted his patron defeating a Muslim ruler:

pascar tuluskam atisuskamayam prakurvan
bahabalena pararijapayojabandhuf /
gandharvagandhajasandam atipracandam
asyapahrtya dhanam apy acalat parastac// 23 //

The Sun to Enemy Kings, with a strong army, defeating a Muslim ruler and
plundering his large herd of mighty scent-elephants, proceeded further.

From the account given in the stanza, it is not really possible to ascertain the iden-
tity of the Muslim ruler defeated by the Pandya sovereign. Taking into account
the historical criterion and the ruling date of Campaka Parakrama, it can be stated
that the ru/uska mentioned in stanza 23 was probably one of the rulers belonging
to the five Persianate Sultanates — the so-called “Deccani Sultanates” — which arose
at the closing of the 15" century after the weakening of the Bahmani kingdom
(1347-1527), namely Ahmadnagar, Berar, Bidar, Bijapur and Golconda'.

After the clash with the Sultan, Jatilavarman Parakrama Kulagekhara moved
against the kingdoms of Vidarbha, Lita, Anga and, finally, Viranasi. The first
three geographical areas are quoted through a string of bahuvrihi compounds,
compacting their description centred on a series of word plays:

vaidarbham inanasarojavitirnadarbham
latam lasaccharaviharadalallalitam /

arigam ksatirigamayamaracayannayasid
varipasim madanasisanardjadhinim // 24 //

fact, on the whole site, there is only one shrine dedicated to Pampa, the small one in the temple com-
plex of Virapaksa. For further details, see Verghese 1995, 16-17 and Wagoner 1996.

14. For the historical frame which saw the rise of these political entities after the collapse of the
Bahmani kingdom, the interested reader may refer to Nilakanta Sastri 1958, 212-232.
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[The Pandya proceeded against] the King of Vidarbha®, [who held] darbha
grass in his lotus-mouth; the King of Lata, whose forehead was struck by the
distribution of flashing arrows; the Sovereign of Anga, who was crippled at the
hand [of Campaka]. [The King] reached Viranasi, the abode of the Destroyer
of the God of Love.

The description of subsequent conquests is compacted through the use of a spe-
cific rhetorical device, the /2ranuprasa, namely the repetition within the same verse
of word/s with the same meaning that, depending on the context, assume different
valence (as vaidarbha, ‘King of Vidarbha’ / darbha, ‘darbha grass’ in the first
pada)’.

Momentarily setting aside the description of the digvijaya, Mandalakavi in-
serted some stanzas devoted to the city of Benares in this narrative portion. The
verses from the mahakavya focus on the holy character of the religious centre and
its centrality for the funerary rituals and attainment of moksa". In the frame of
these descriptive passages, which arrest the fast flow of the ‘world-conquest’, the
Pandya monarch is portrayed in pious attitudes, worshipping his ancestors on the
banks of the Gariga and bestowing ritual dnas on Siva:

amhoharini sa japann aghamarsanani
bhajann jale “tivimale marudipagayih /
santarpayann api pitfn amardn pratiram

15. The stanza is connected to the previous one by a morphological yugmaka; the series of terms
inflected in the accusative case depend upon the main verb in the previous verse, acalar. For the sake
of translation, I have supplied the sense in square brackets.

16. Gerow 1971, 105-106. The mahikavyais characterised by the massive employment of the
rhetorical device called anuprisa, which appears in almost every stanza of the poem. According to
Gerow 1971, 102-103, “alliteration” is a particular figure consisting in the repetition of given pho-
nemes or phonetic features in the verse in order to produce precise aural effects. It should not be
confused with a different figure, the yamaka, namely the consistent repetition of verses or verse parts.
Given their common characteristics, /Zranuprasaand yamaka often overlap.

17. See for instance stanza 26:

paficanane vitarati pranavam jananam
pranaprayinasamayaklamathapramacham /
yatrottariyajanusam pavanam karena
prileyasailatanayi kurute bhavani// 26 //

As the Five-Faced God - Siva — bestows on men the pranavamantra that eradicates pain

at the moment of death, Goddess Bhavani — the Daughter of the Snowy Mountain —
fans with her hand the [dying] man with her upper garment.
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sampripa campakaparikramapindyadevah // 28 //

Uttering the sin-effacing prayers and bathing in the pure waters of the heavenly
river, Campakaparikrama Pindya reached the bank [of the Ganges], honouring
even his immortal ancestors.

Jjambanadimbujaparamparayi sa sambhum
sampujya campakaparikramapindyadevah /
dinani sodsa mahanti mahiphalini

tatrdpy adhatta dharapiramanavatamsah // 29 //

Campakaparikrama Pindya, the Ornament of Joy on Earth, worshipping
Sambhu with a succession of golden lotuses, offered on that occasion even the
sixteen great gifts'® that bear high merits.

As is known, the standard relation between the institution of kingship and the
temple donation can be summarised as a mutual and interdependent one. Bestow-
ing gifts or concessions on a given shrine or deity was and always has been the tool
in order to gain political legitimisation and temporal authority sanctioned by the
divinity and, by extension, the Brahmanical class. Such a dynamic was perfectly
described by James Heitzman with the notion of “gifts of power”. Quoting his
words, «the driving force behind donations was the concept of legitimization of
authority, whereby gifts to the gods or their representatives on earth resulted in a
transfer of divine sanctity and merits to the givers. The primary purpose of elee-
mosynary grants was, then, to tap into the power of the divine, to enhance sanctity
and then to demonstrate it to society.»".

In the eulogistic plan of the poem as shown in sazga XII, Jatilavarman
Parakrama Kulasekhara is portrayed by Mandalakavi as the perfect king and per-
fect devotee, worshipping and bestowing ritual gifts on the religious institutions,

18. According to Puranic literature, and especially Agnipurina, 210, the sixteen mahidinas are
as follows: 1) rulipurusa (‘weighing of a person and donation of equivalent weight in gold’); 2)
hiranyagarbha (‘gift of the golden embryo’); 3) brahmanda (‘Brahma’s egg’); 4) kalpapidapa (‘the
wishing-tree’); 5) gosahasra (‘one thousand cows’); 6) hiranyakamadhenu (‘wish-granting cow’); 7)
hiranyasva (‘golden horse’); 8) hemahastiratha (‘golden elephant chariot’); 9) paricalirigalaka (‘the
five ploughs’); 10) dhari (‘the Earth’); 11) hiranyasvaratha (‘golden horse chariot’); 12) visvacakra
(‘the universal wheel’); 13) kalpalaca (‘wish-granting creeper’); 14) saptasigara (‘the seven oceans’);
15) rarnadhenu (‘jewel-cow’); and lastly, 16) mahabhitaghata(‘the pot of the great elements’).

19. Heitzman 1997, 1.
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which is a widespread and well-known ropos in Indian literary and epigraphical
documentation®.

Moreover, the insertion of descriptive literary segments centred on religious
devotion seems to add a secondary and significant connotation to the digvijayain
the Pindyakulodaya. Starting with stanza 21, the world-conquest was described as
directed against the major political entities of the sub-continent, covering areas en-
compassing both the Southern and Northern regions. The descriptive section ded-
icated to Benares is introduced alongside the political or royal aspect of the digvi-
Jaya the religious one, smoothly shifting from one domain to the other. We may
then observe the description of the march of Parikrama Kulasekhara in the
mahakavyaas a march ‘in between’, in which the dynamics of politics and religious
patronage are merged into another, creating a liminal tension in the whole canto
and its ideological plan™.

This tension seems to be exemplified by the following stage of the campaign.
After the battle with the King of Varanasi (kisisvara, stanza 30), Campaka
Parakrama moved against Ayodhya:

unmucya taim uragabhusanarijadhinim
saketam apa [nicitam) savidhesu yupaih /
akasalarighibhi r abhidyubhil r adhvararchair

arkinviyajanusim avanipatinim// 31 //

20. The precedents in the Pandya epigraphical production are significant in this regard. For
instance, Valerie Gillet has devoted an extensive paper to the study and edition of an unpublished
inscriptional corpus of Varaguna Pandya II (862—-880 CE). In her careful analysis of the geopolitical
background of the inscriptions, the scholar has noted how this epigraphical group, recording several
cases of temple donation, was placed in a political area that was not immediately under the dominion
of the Pandyas, specifically in the Kavéri valley — the traditional stage of the Cola dynasty. Quoting
her words, «[...] Maraficataiyan Varaguna Maharija has left, during the second half of the 9" cen-
tury, a series of inscriptions in this region recording donations to temple, mostly lamps for the god,
testifying to his sway over the Kavéri region [...] through his donations, which eventually materialised
as “gifts of power” embedded in a network involving other contemporaneous dynasties [...], Vara-
guna Mahirija participated in the bustling religious life of the region. The choice of the locations for
these gifts seems to have followed a sacred network woven into the hymns of the Tamil Bhakti, mak-
ing the Pandyan appear as king-devotee» (Gillet 2017, 244-245). This conclusion seems to find con-
firmation in Varaguna’s Tiruchendur inscription (EI XXI, no. 17), in which the King is portrayed
as a great devotee of Siva.

21. Such descriptions of military campaigns are often mixed with scenes of religious patronage
and donation; the interested reader may refer for example to the extensive study conducted by Lidia
Sudyka on the description of a war expedition as described in the Acyurariyibhyudayaby Rajanatha
Dindima (16% century), ‘in between’ politics and pilgrimage (Sudyka 2013).
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Leaving the capital of the Snake-Ornamented God — Siva —, [the Pandya King]
reached the city of Ayodhya, full of sacrificial stakes on every side, which reached
up to the sky and were brilliant, [installed for] the purpose of sacrifices of the
kings of the solar dynasty.

tatrarkavamsajanusi dharanidhavena

tasya prasasyayasasal samaram babhuva /
yad viksaya ru raghupurigavasarigarasya
sasmara bhutapreand saha naradena // 32 //

Then there was a battle between [Campaka Parakrama] of Celebrated Fame and
the King scion of the solar race; on seeing this [fight], with the hordes of demons
and sage Narada, it called to mind the battle of the Bull of the Raghus - Rama
- [in Lanka].

Traditionally Ayodhya was the capital city of the solar dynasty and the city of
Rama, the hero of the epic Ramdyana, considered not only as the perfect king, but
also as one of the avardras of Visnu. As happens partially in the case of the stanzas
devoted to Benares, the military conquest of Ayodhya contains in itself both the
dynamics of politics and religion, marking the liminal character of this digvijaya.
even more neatly. The Pandya sovereign subdued the city which was the abode of
the temporal power of Rima in a battle which, as stated by Mandalakavi, was rem-
iniscent of the Lanka war against the demon Rivana.

The seizure of Ayodhyi is the starting point for a change of route not only for
the military campaign as described in the Pindyakulodaya, but also for the ideo-
logical trajectory introduced by the poet. After the conquest of most of South and
Northern India, the world campaign of the Pandya army seems to ‘lose” its nature
and transforms into a sort of religious or divine apotheosis for its leader. Indeed, at
this point, Jatilavarman Parikrama Kulasekhara reached the slopes of the
Himalaya and prepared his attack against the mountain:

pascad almusyal tanayam pararijasiryo

rajye nidhaya ramaniyabhujipadinah /

tena pradarsitapatho divisatkadamba-
sambadham 3pa [ rusiragirel r nitambam // 34 //

Then, the Sun to Enemy Kings, whose heroic deeds [were celebrated gracefully],
having placed on the throne the Son [of the dead King of Ayodhyi], following
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the path shown by this, reached the slopes of the Himalaya, which were full of
assemblages of the Gods.

cakranda campakaparikramapandyasainyair
aviskrtam asahamana ivabhibhiatim /
pasanabipaparijrmbhanasambhramena

[pandyesu jilam akhilam parikhandya cadri // 36 //

The Mountain roared as [if] not tolerating the disrespect shown by the armies
of Campakaparikrama Pandya, breaking all the pride of the Pandyas with a bus-

tling of spreading stones as arrows.

Unfortunately, we may never know the fate of the digvijiaya of Campaka
Parikrama; in fact, in its actual form, the Pindyakulodaya comes to an abrupt end
in the middle of stanza 38, which describes the royal army’s clashes with some
mountaineers. We do not know if the Pandya monarch managed to conquer that
mountain which is traditionally regarded as Siva’s abode®.

In absence of further data and in order to fully understand the final step of
the world conquest as described in the Pindyakulodaya, we have to draw determi-
nant details from elsewhere, namely from the ‘true identity’ of King Jatilavarman
Parakrama Kulasekhara in the ideological plan of the mahikivya.

The final part of sarga IX (stanzas 32-38) and the first ten verses of the next
are devoted to the description of Dharma’s journey to Kailasa. As we gather from
the reading of this passage, the personification of the Universal Law, distressed by
the spread of evil, reaches out to Siva for help. In Mandalakavi’s narrative, Siva
himself decides to put a stop to the affliction of the world, commanding Dharma
to take birth in the Pandya dynasty:

tava dharma marmamathanam vitanvatia
kalusena visvam abhavat kadarthitam /

tad upehi janma bhuvi tirakadvisa

samam adya pandyakula eva pavane// X.7 //

22. The provisional conclusion of the mahikivya may inform us about Mandalakavi’s proba-
ble intent to complete his poem through the “ring composition” modality. This final episode of
Parikrama Kulasekhara’s attack on Himalaya is indeed perfectly specular to an episode narrated in
sargalll of the Pindyakulodayaand drawn from the Ziruvifaiyatarpurinam the digvijayaof Princess
Tatataka and march against the Himalaya, her fight with and marriage to Siva, with the subsequent
consecration of the God as the King of Madurai.
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Oh Dharma, the violation of your inner being by rampant sin has made every-
thing meaningless! So, take now birth in the world along with the Enemy of
Taraka — Skanda — in the pure Pandya dynasty.

Dharma and Karttikeya are to be incarnated as the future rulers of the Pandya king-
dom in Tenkasi, Jatilavarman Parakrama Kulasekhara, the poet’s patron, and his
historical younger brother, Vira. In the celebratory plan of the Pindyakulodaya,
the sovereign is then conceived as a god, the incarnation of universal order on
earth. But Mandalakavi’s conceptualisation of kingship is not simply confined to
a merely celebratory statement as in stanza X. 7, but implemented through an in-
tentional literary strategy.

As the reader might recall, according to the canonical £4vya standard, the
common trend to describe the physical appearance of human beings is the proce-
dure defined as nakhasikhavarnana or padiadikesinta, literally a ‘description [start-
ing] from the (toe)nails to the head™. In stanzas 67-74, the poet gives an extensive
description of his patron, isolating specific physical features of the King, namely
his head/crown (67), forehead (68), face (69), arms (70), chest (71), hands (72),
waist (73) and, lastly, his feet (74). The significant order of the description of each
physical unit shows how the poet violated the standard order of representation
from the ‘toe-nails’ to the ‘head’ of kavya literature. But Mandalakavi’s depiction
is actually of a different order: the poet portrayed the Pandya sovereign according
to the classical dynamics used to describe gods, hence beginning with the head and
reaching the feet only in the last stanza, thus following a procedure we could define
as sikhanakhavarpana’*. This trend introduces a new conceptualisation of royal

23. Lienhard 1984, 144.

24. In the Madhuravijaya by Gangadevi (14" century), the Vijayanagara authoress described
the hero of the mahakavya, prince Kumira Kampana, the son of emperor Bukka I (1356-1377) and
the general who uprooted the Muslim Sultanate of Madurai in the campaign of 1365-1370, but he
is still described according to the standard &4vya convention of the nakhasikhavarpana (111, 7-16).
Similarly, Tirumalimba (16" century), the Vijayanagara princess who authored
Varadimbikiparipayacampi, gave her description of the appearance of Acyutadevariya (1529-
1542) employing the same order (prose passage after stanza 69-stanza 76). The same convention of
portraying the sovereign as a god can be traced once again in the 17" century Thanjavur:
Rimabhadrimba, consort of the Nayaka King Raghunitha (1600-1634), described the hero of her
poem according to the stkhinakhavarpnana dynamic (VII. 1-33). A more detailed survey of the topic
of the divinisation of kings is unfortunately beyond the scope of the paper; the interested reader may
refer for now to Gonda 1966, Pollock 1984 and Narayana Rao er a/if 1998, 169-188. For the divini-
sation of the King in the Pindyakulodayamahikavya ct. Pierdominici Ledo 2020.

230



UNFOLDING POLITICS, MERGING INTO THE SACRED

power in the Pindyakulodaya, where the King is considered not just a purely cele-
brative manifestation of the divine, but, through the inversion of the na-
khasikhavarpana convention, is stylistically portrayed and conceived as divinity
proper. Given the impact of this ideological procedure on both the presentation
of kingship and the conceptual basis of the djgvijayain sargaXIl, allows us to make
the following observation. We have already noted how the military campaign as
presented by Mandalakavi is permeated by liminal characters: the world conquest
by the Pandya King advances towards two different realms, one of politics and the
other of religious patronage/worship. The revolutionary idiom of royalty as
shown in the physical description of Campaka Parakrama unifies the liminal ten-
sion between the two polarities and sublimates them further. The digvijayain the
last sarga of the poem is the march of a divine sovereign, a being “in between”,
crossing the threshold of the temporal world and the heavenly one, from worldly
conquest to a spiritual apotheosis.

3. Conclusions

The closing of the 15™ century and the dawn of the 16™ represented a transitional
period for the Pandya kingdom, marked by historical, political and cultural
changes which affected this Dravidian dynasty. As we have already observed at the
beginning of the historical introduction, during this time frame the Pandyas were
relegated to a subordinated position ruling over a small territorial area which was
virtually under the control of the Vijayanagara empire. The defiladed and second-
ary political importance of the dynasty after the splendour of the past centuries
marked the beginning of what we may define as a liminal period.

This political weakness was the starting point for a fluid situational condition
which led to the reformulation and establishment of new paradigms, recreated
from canonical institutions and reinterpreted through the Sanskrit courtly pro-
duction of the Pandya dynasty between the 15"-16" centuries CE. The most sig-
nificant symptoms of the transitional period in question are attested by the com-
position of the Pindyakulodayamahikivya by Mandalakavi, a text which embod-
ied significant traces of cultural and revolutionary transformations.

As we have seen in due course, liminal elements are even present in the textual
portions devoted to the description of the digvijaya of King Jatilavarman
Parakrama Kulasekhara (1480-1508 CE). The stanzas which constituted the cen-
tre of our study portrayed the standard motif of the royal conquest. The military
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campaign depicted by Mandalakavi contributes to mapping the geopolitics of
South India at the closing of the 15" century and displays for the reader the rela-
tions of the Pandya dynasty with the major coeval political entities of the time,
which were carefully selected for their ideological valence.

In the eulogistic plan of the mahikivya, the poet described a sublimated con-
quest by the Tamil King of all the centres of power of the sub-continent. The tran-
sitional point ignited by the instable political situation of the dynasty led the
Pindya court to project its identity and past towards universal claims of sover-
eignty, which might seem greatly surprising if we take into consideration its re-
duced political status at the dawn of the 16" century. After having been driven
from their historical capital of Madurai in the 14™ century, the Pandyas were rele-
gated to playing a secondary role and function as a kingdom in exile in the Tiru-
nelveli area, while the whole Southern areas of the sub-continent remained under
the undisputed dominion of their nominal sovereign, the Vijayanagara emperor,
who, in the ideological plan of the Pindyakulodaya, is defeated and subdued by
the Pandya monarch.

Parallel to the political aspect, the digvijaya of the mahakavya presents other
details underlying its liminal character, namely those of religious patronage. As we
have observed, similar depictions of political and military campaigns were com-
monly constructed on co-existent religious dynamics as well. The detailed descrip-
tion of worship and ritual giving in Benares as described in the Pindyakulodaya,
for instance, was obviously directed towards the support of the royal legitimisation
which was sanctioned by the divine authority through the dina institution. But
the liminal and internal polarity of this worldly conquest, in between politics and
patronage, has to be put in relation with the new idiom of the royal ideology in-
troduced by Mandalakavi.

The portrayal of the Pandya sovereign as a god in the mahikavya represents
the reformulation of the traditional paradigm of kingship, a standard asset which
is now dissolved and reformulated in the ideological plan of the poem. The transi-
tional point initiated by the weakened political situation of the Pindya dynasty
reversed the confirmed standard represented by the traditional idea of Indian king-
ship, which was then reshaped in the Pindyakulodaya with divine attributes sup-
ported by specific and intentional literary strategies — the sikhinakhavarnana
trend. Given the subordinated political role played by the dynasty in the 15*-16"
centuries, this revolutionary turning point is just as surprising if we compare sim-
ilar descriptions of the kingship in coeval texts, where the figure of the king is still
described according to the standard kdvya dictamina.
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The djgvijaya of Jatilavarman Parakrama Kuladekhara is then not purely the
conquest of a king marching against enemy kingdoms, but the ascension of a God
transcending the terrestrial boundaries and conquering the world. The figure of
the new God-like sovereign, ideologically forged at the rising of the liminal period
of political irrelevance, is a powerful sublimation of given institutions and an ex-

pression of cultural reaction against the waves of history.
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Abstract

While the hero (ndyaka) of classical Sanskrit lyric poetry is, as a rule, an adult and a con-
summate lover, that is not the case with the heroine (n24yik4). Poets, anthologists and the-
oreticians of literature distinguish the various types, which differ, among other things, in
their age and experience in love matters. They include the adolescent heroine, who is de-
picted during the process of her transformation from a little girl into a young maiden. This
motif, referred to as vayahsamdhi, was also introduced into the medieval lyric poetry of
north-eastern India, thanks to the famous Maithili poet Vidyapati (14*~15" centuries
CE), who used it in his songs on the adolescence of Krsna’s beloved Radha. The paper
analyses in detail selected instances of the use of the motif in Sanskrit and Maithili sources,
with a particular focus on metaphors employed to explain the liminal period of adolescence
to the poems’ listeners or readers.

Keywords: niyiks adolescent heroine; vayahsamdhimotif; Radha; classical Sanskrit litera-
ture; kdvya; Vidyapati.

1. Female Adolescence in Classical Sanskrit Literature and Classical Indian Liter-
ary Theory: Visvanatha's Sahityadarpana

In classical Sanskrit literature (k2vya), as well as in classical Indian literary theory
(alamkarasistra), the adolescent heroine does not seem to have her own separate,
traditionally established name. Let us consult, for example, Visvanatha’s Szhit-
yadarpana (SD), which is a good source to refer to for information on the subject.
In this 14"-century comprehensive alamkarasistra treatise from north-eastern
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India', which develops the earlier tradition of the discipline, the author distin-
guishes, names, defines and illustrates in his own or other poets’ exemplary stanzas,
as many as 384 types of ndyika. However, the literary representation of an adoles-
cent female is not one of them. This does not mean that such a heroine is absent
from Viévaniatha’s work.

The first of the stanzas illustrating the mugdha nayiks, ie. ‘naive’ heroine, is
the following one, in the sZrdilavikridita metre, by the theoretician’s father:

madhyasya prathiminam eti jaghanam vaksojayor mandati

daram yaty udaram ca romalatika netragjavam dhavati /

kandarpam pariviksya nitanamanorajyabhisikeam ksanad

anginiva parasparam vidadhate nirlunthanam subhruvah // SD 3. 58 //

Her buttocks come to acquire the ampleness of her waist,

the smallness of her breasts passes to her distant belly,

and the line of her abdominal hair

hastens to assume the straightness of her gaze.

It is as if, on seeing that Kandarpa has been newly inaugurated
as a ruler in the kingdom of her mind,

among the parts of the body of the fair-browed one

mutual plunder instantly began®.

Although the heroine is referred to above just as ‘the fair-browed one’ (subhri),
without specifying her age, the stanza clearly depicts an adolescent girl. Most of
the noticeable physical changes which happen during female puberty are duly in-
dicated here — our heroine’s breasts develop, her waist becomes slimmer, she loses
the protruding belly of a child, while she gains fat in the area of her buttocks; a
small line of hair appears on her abdomen.

A certain change in the girl’s behaviour is also pointed out in the stanza — she
no longer looks other people straight in the eye but begins casting oblique glances
at them. Obviously, this has to be comprehended as a symptom of psychological
changes in the heroine — as a result of her increased self-awareness, as well as aware-
ness of others and their judgements, characteristic of the period of adolescence, she
becomes diffident, shy and easily embarrassed, while doing her best to preserve de-
corum at all times.

1. Gerow 1977, 281: «the first quarter of the 14th century»; ibid., 282: «hailing from Orisax».
2. Translation mine; cf. Mittra—Ballantyne 1865, 68.
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However, sideways glances may also be interpreted as a display of the girl’s new-
found coquettishness, together with the playful movements of her eyebrows, to
which the above-mentioned epithet subhAri possibly refers. In its turn, coquettish
behaviour reflects emotional changes in our heroine — «Kandarpa has been newly
inaugurated as a ruler in the kingdom of her mind>, after all; in other words, she
starts being curious about love matters, or perhaps even experiences the first stir-
rings of love in her heart, which, interestingly, is perceived by the poet not as a
consequence of the onset of adolescence but, on the contrary, as its cause.

To emphasise how fundamental this transformation of the heroine is, and
how critical the period of adolescence is in her life, the author skilfully uses con-
trast and an apt metaphor in the stanza.

The individual parts of the body of the adolescent girl, he demonstrates, are
stripped of their childhood characteristics, which are then transferred to other
body parts; eventually, each body part will acquire new, adult traits, opposite to
the previous ones; in this process, it is as if our heroine were first deconstructed
and then reconstructed from the same elements as before, but distributed very dif-
ferently.

Metaphorically, adolescence is conceptualised here in terms of another limi-
nal situation, namely interregnum, or rather the beginning of a king’s reign — the
new ruler has already been inaugurated but has not been able to assert his authority
yet. This results in the instability of his kingdom, internal strife and the collapse of
the old economic and political order; a new order will finally emerge and the situ-
ation will normalise, but with a great shift of wealth and power in the state.

2. Female Adolescence in Classical Sanskrit Literature and Classical Indian Liter-
ary Theory: Classical Sanskrit Anthologies

Stanzas depicting the adolescent heroine found their way into classical Sanskrit an-
thologies (kosa/ kosa) as well. The topic must have been quite popular, as in three
well-known collections, namely Vidyakara's Subhdsitaratnakosa (SRK) (probably
11% or 12 century CE)?, Sridharadasa’s Sadukeikarnimyea (SKA) (1205 CE)* and

3. Sternbach 1974, 15. Cf. Ingalls 1965, 30: «the latter half of the eleventh century A.D.»; Ko-
sambi 1957, vii: «The first edition was compiled about A.D. 1100, the expanded edition about A.D.
1130»; Sternbach 1978-1980, I, 3: «cca 1100-1130>»; Warder 2004, 1: «the beginning of the +12.

4. Sternbach 1974, 16.
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Jalhana’s Suktimukeavali(SMA) (1258 CE)’, it is given a separate chapter, invari-
ably titled vaypahisamdhi / vayassamdhi ‘life-juncture’ (Monier-Williams 2002:
920). The vayahsamdhi chapter (vrajya) of the Subhasitararnakosa is by far the
largest — it contains S0 stanzas; the vayassamdhipaddhati of the Saktimuktavali
contains 17 stanzas, while the vayafisamdhisection (vici) of the Saduktikarnimyea
has only 5 stanzas, but they are followed by a further S stanzas gathered in a section
titled kimciduparadhayauvani /kimcidupodhayauvani ‘[the heroine] whose
youth has slightly grown / has come a little closer’, which I will also take into ac-
count in this paper.

Let us begin with a brief overview of the poems’ content’. As noted above, in
classical Sanskrit literature, the adolescent heroine does not seem to have a separate
name. Thus, in some of our stanzas, she is referred to as ‘a girl’ (5a/2)*, and else-
where, as ‘a young maiden’ / ‘a young women’ (tarun’/ yuvati), or even as ‘a
woman’ (stri)™.

The period of adolescence is here usually referred to periphrastically, e.g. as
the time ‘when childhood is gone’ (gaze bilye, SKA 2. 2. 5), ‘when childhood per-
ishes’ (glayati saisave, SRK 335; sidati saisave, SRK 348; SMA 51. S), ‘between
childhood and youth’ (sisutitarunyayor antare, SRK 344; SMA 51. 9), ‘when
youth has slightly grown’ (stokirohini yauvane, SRK 346) or ‘when youth comes
closer’ (pratyasidati yauvane, SRK 342); as ‘the beginning of youth’ (zaruni-
masamirambha, SRK 334; 360; SKA 2. 2. 2; yauvana [...] arambha, SRK 338;
339), ‘first youth’ (rdrunyam prathamam, SRK 345) or ‘fresh youth’
(navayauvana, SRK 337; 340; navinayauvana, SRK 359; SKA 2. 1. 5). Some au-
thors simply speak of ‘youth’ (zarunabhava, SRK 357; taruniman, SRK 336; 349;
375; SMA 51.7; tarunya, SRK 341; 361; yauvana, SRK 363; 371; 380; SMA 51.
4). The term vayahsamdhi, given by the compilers of our three anthologies in the
titles of their relevant sections, itself rather periphrastic and generic, is almost never
used by the poets™.

S. Sternbach 1974, 17.

6. One of them (SRK 353), however, depicts an adolescent boy.

7. Cf. Ingalls’s introduction to his translation of the vayahsamdhi chapter of the Subhasi-
taratnakosa (Ingalls 1965, 153-154).

8. SRK 334; 354; 358; 368; 369; 372; SKA 2. 1. 3; 2. 1. 4, SMA 51. 7; 51. 16.

9.SRK 356.

10. SRK 363; 357; 374.

11. SRK 335.

12. The only exception being, interestingly, SRK 353, mentioned above, where it refers to male
adolescence.
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Just like Vi§vanatha’s father in Szhityadarpana 3. 58 discussed above, the au-
thors of our poems keep track of, and describe in detail, the gradual transformation
of their heroines’ bodies occurring during puberty. The onset of menses, rather
understandably, is never mentioned or even alluded to here; however, of the no-
ticeable major physical pubertal changes, only rapid growth is omitted — the devel-
opment of the secondary sex characteristics, namely enlarged breasts", wider and
curvier hips", as well as a slimmer waist"® and plumper buttocks'® due to the redis-
tribution of body fat, are all duly taken care of.

The appearance of abdominal hair is also a recurrent motif'/, while underarm
hair is not depicted. Additionally, the authors point out the pale cheeks of the pu-
bescent girls'® and three folds of skin forming on their bellies".

However, once again similarly to Visvanitha’s father in SD 3. 58, the poets
are perceptive and sensitive enough to observe changes in the behaviour of their
adolescent heroines as well, which are indicative of a psychological transformation.

The heroines, they point out, are no longer little children in loose garments,
with unbound hair’, who used to look others straight in the eye*, laugh without
restraint, run and skip around®, play with dolls*’. Modest and bashful now™, they
cover their blossoming bodies* and restrain their laughter*. They become curious
about love”; when their older, more experienced female friends discuss erotic mat-
ters, they listen attentively®, while feigning indifference”. Day by day they

13. SRK 334; 337; 340; 342; 345; 347; 349; 351; 352; 355; 356; 361; 363; 364; 365; 371; 372;
375; 376; 377; 3785 379; 380; SKA 2. 1. 43 2. 1. 5; 2. 2. 2; 2. 2. 3; 2. 2. 5 SMA S1. 4; 51. 6; 51. 7; S1.
8;51.10;51.11;51.17.

14. SRK 352; 355; SKA 2. 2. 5; SMA S1. 11.

15. SRK 355; 379; 380; SKA 2. 2. 5; SMA 51. 4.

16. SRK 341; 343; 345; 347; 351; 360; 373; 375; 376; 379; 380; SKA 2. 2. 2; 2. 2. 3; SMA 51.
4;51. 6;51. 8;51. 10.

17. SRK 338; 363.

18. SRK 341; 342.

19. SRK 352; 356; 361; 363; 364; 371; SKA 2. 2. 5, SMA 51. 8; 51. 11.

20. SRK 335.

21. SRK 383.

22. SRK 355; 383.

23.SRK 348; SMA 51. 5.

24. SRK 339; 352; 372; 373; SKA 2. 1. 3; SMA S1. 11.

25.SRK 335; 348; SMA 51. 5.

26. SRK 348; 383; SMA 51. 5.

27.SRK 339.

28.SRK 369; SKA 2.1.3;2. 1. 4.

29.SKA 2.1.3.
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advance in the art of coquetry — they learn how to gracefully move their eye-
brows®, cast oblique glances®, walk slowly®® with a slight smile on their lips®; they
constantly check themselves out in a mirror* and practise binding their hair™®.
They do not speak much™®, but their words are imbued with double meanings and
hints (chekokti)”.

Let us now discuss selected examples in more detail.

When I was reading our poems for the first time, what struck me most was
that adolescent girls were frequently seen in them as somewhat vague, difficult to
grasp, and thus hard to depict.

The best example of such conceptualisation of the heroine is probably the
very first stanza of the vayahsamdhisection of the Subhasitaratnakosa (SRK 334),
in the sikharini metre, ascribed to Viryamitra®, which was popular enough to be
also included, anonymously, with only a few minor different readings, in the Sizk-
timukeavali SMA S1. 7); its first half is also included in the Saduktikarpamrea,
where it is combined with a completely different second half to form a stanza as-
cribed to a certain Rijoka (SKA 2. 2. 2).

bhruvoh kicil lili parinatir apirva nayanayoh
stanabhogo vyaktas”® tarunimasamarambhasamayc® /
idinim balayih kim amrtamayah kim madhumayal

30. SRK 334; 335; 339; 349; 358; 360; 372; 376; 380; 383; SKA 2.2.2;2. 2. 5; SMA 51. 4; 51.
7;51. 8.

31. SRK 335; 345; 348; 349; 351; 352; 355; 358; 360; 361; 362; 367; 372; 375; 376; 383; SKA
2.2.3;2.2.5;SMA 51.5;51.7;51.10; 51. 11.

32. SRK 355; 358; 376; 383.

33. SRK 360; 367.

34. SRK 346.

35.SRK 335.

36. SRK 376.

37.SRK 335; 346; 348; 349; SMA 51. 5.

38. A Bengali, or at least an easterner, of the time of the Pila Dynasty, 900-1100 CE (Ingalls
1965, 32; cf. Kosambi 1957, c¢: «A Pila author, [...] courtier»; Sternbach 1978-1980, II, 473:
«Court poet of Pila kings. [...] Must have lived in the beginning of the 12th century or earlier [...]
but probably earlier>).

39.SMA S1.7: vyaktas; SKA (1) 2. 2. 2 = SKA (2) 2. 2. 2: vyaktas.

40. SMA 51.7: tarupimani samrambhasamaye.

41.SMA S1.7: visamayah.
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kim dnandah siksad dhvanati madhurah paficamalayah® // SRK 334 //

Now comes a certain grace of eyebrow,

anew development of eye,

and the curve of breast appears

at youth’s commencement;

while in the child’s voice

the note of love sounds clear,

composed, one knows not which to say,

of nectar, honey, or of bliss. (Ingalls 1965, 154).

In the first half of the poem, the adolescent girl’s eyebrows acquire ‘a certain grace’
(kacil iz an indefinite article is used here*’), the new-found maturity of her eyes
is called apirva ‘unpreceded, unprecedented, not having existed before, quite new,
unparalleled, incomparable’ (Monier-Williams 2002, 96), and her developing
curved breasts are referred to as avyakra. Ingalls chooses the reading vyakra (against
the editors of the original Sanskrit text of the Subhasitaratnakosa but supported
by the readings adopted in the edition of the Sukcimuktivaliand in both our edi-
tions of the Saduktikarnamyta), and hence his translation. However, I would argue
that the reading avyakra, understood as ‘indistinct’ (Monier-Williams 2002, 111),
suits the overall meaning of the poem much better.

In the second half of the stanza, the voice of the heroine, imbued with her
eagerness to love and be loved, and thus as if attuned to the erotic pascama riga, is
considered to be simply indescribable, even if as many as three standards of com-
parison — nectar (amyta), honey / sweet wine (madhu)* and bliss (2nanda) - are
proposed.

Another poetic device easily observable when reading our poems, once more
similarly to Szhityadarpana 3. 58, is the frequent use of contrast to depict changes
occurring in the adolescent heroine’s outward appearance and behaviour, and to
emphasise how radical they are. The best exemplification of this practice can be
found in the 22nd stanza of the vayahsamdhi section of the Subhasitaratnakosa

42. SMA S1.7: dhvanitamadhurah paticamaravah. Ingalls 1965, 494: «paficamalayah |...] can
scarcely be right, for pasicamais the name of a note or key and /aya means tempo. Read pasicamakalah
[...] (paicamaravah ...] gives equally good sense)».

43. Cf. the use of indefinite articles in SRK 335; 336; 339; 344; 346; 348; 349; 368; 372; 383;
SMA51.5;51.9.

44. Or poison (visa) according to the Saktimuktavali.
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(SRK 355), by the famous Rajasekhara®, which is also included in the Saduk-
tikarnamyea (SKA 2. 2. 4):

padbhyim mukeis taralagatayah samsritd locanabhyiam
Sronibimbam tyajati ranutim sevate madhyabhigah /

dhatte vaksah kucasacivatim advitiyatvam dsyam’*®
tadgitranam gunavinimayah kalpito yauvanena// SRK 355 //

Liveliness, abandoned by her feet,

passes to her eyes;

her hips reject the slenderness

that now her waist assumes;

her torso wins companions in her breasts;

her face, however, stands alone without compare.

Thus adolescence brings about

exchange of attributes in all her limbs. (Ingalls 1965, 158).

The stanza resembles SD 3. 58 to the point that it might well have been its model,
so after all the previous discussion there is no need to explain it in detail.

However, let me point out the skilful employment here of the mandikrinea
metre. With its two contrasting consecutive series of syllables — four long (gury,
lit. *heavy’) syllables and five short (/aghu, lit. ‘light’) syllables at the beginning of
each pada, this metre is indeed most suitable to express the contrasting character-
istics of the transforming heroine.

This is especially visible in the first and in the second pada, where short sylla-
bles render the quick steps of a little girl, running and skipping around
(raralagatayah) and the slimness of her delicate hips (tyajati tanuram), while long
syllables represent the graceful slow gait of a young maiden (padbhyim muktis),
whose hips have become much wider, curvier and heavier now (sronibimbam).

The metaphor used by Rijasekhara is, admittedly, not that striking; it might
have been drawn from the conceptual domain of the market, which is also a liminal
sphere, «with its implications of choice, variation, contract» (Turner 1974, 71).

45. 910" centuries CE. (Kosambi 1957, xciv: «He speaks of himself as the guru of King
Mahendrapila, and under the patronage of his son and successor Mahipala. This refers to the
Pratihara kings of Kanauj who are known from inscriptions to have ruled circa A.D. 890-920»;
Ingalls 1965, 32: «900»; Sternbach 1978-1980, I1, 305: «End of the 9th, beginning of the 10th cen-
tury»).

46.SKA (1) 2. 2. 4= SKA (2) 2. 2. 4: advitiyamn ca vaktram.
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Let us now have alook, then, at the last stanza of the kimcidupiriadhayauvana
section of the Saduktikarnimyrea (SKA 2. 2. 5), in the sikharini metre, ascribed to
Satinanda?, in which a much more vivid metaphor is employed:

gate balye cetah kusumadhanusa siyakaharam

bhayid viksyaivisyih stanayugam abhun nirjigamisu /

sakampi bhriavalli calati nayanam karpakuharam

krsam madhyam bhugna valir alasitah sropiphalakah // SKA (1) 2.2.5 =
SKA (2)2.2.5//

Childhood gone, on seeing her mind wounded

by an arrow of the god whose bow is made of flowers,
fearful, her breasts wish to spring forth,

her eyebrows tremble,

her eye flies to the cavity of her ear,

her waist grows thin,

the skin on her belly forms folds / becomes depressed,
and her hips suffer from exhaustion*.

Yet again similarly to Szhityadarpana 3. 58, the first awakening of love in the her-
oine’s heart is seen here not as a consequence of the onset of adolescence but as its
cause.

This witty poem resembles SD 3. 58 in one more aspect: adolescence, through
numerous puns, is presented in the stanza in terms of another liminal experience
from the conceptual domain of politics and war, namely a sudden invasion of a
country. The previous ruler is gone, and an aggressor enters, causing stress, panic
and general confusion in the hapless kingdom.

The image is so violent that its use for the metaphorical conceptualisation of
pubertal changes in a girl’s body, her new-found coquettishness, and her first love
creates a slightly comic effect, while still successfully explaining to the readers the
radicalness of her physical and behavioural transformation, as well as her emo-

tional turmoil at this critical moment in her life®.

47. A Pila court poet of the first half of the 9 century CE. (Kosambi 1957, ci; Sternbach
1978-1980, 11, 505).

48. Translation mine.

49. For other metaphorical conceptualisations of female adolescence in terms of situations
from the conceptual domain of politics and war, see SRK 338 by a certain Ladahacandra (a king
founds a new city), SRK 362 (a country prepares for an invasion), SRK 382 (a king is defeated by a
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3. Radha’s Adolescence in the Maithili Songs of Vidyapati

As already mentioned, the vayafisamdhi motif was also introduced into the medi-
eval lyric poetry of north-eastern India, thanks to the famous Maithili poet
Vidyapati (V) (14"-15" centuries CE)*, who used it in his songs on the adoles-
cence of Krsna’s beloved Radha.

The present paper does not aim to investigate this broad topic in depth; how-
ever, it might be worthwhile to analyse here just one among Vidyapati’s numerous
vayahsamdhisongs, as an example of the influence of the classical Sanskrit literary
tradition on vernacular Indian literatures:

Saisava yauvana darasana bhela /
duhu patha heraita manasija gela //
madanaka bhava pahila paracira/
bhina jane dela bhina adhikira //
katika gaurava paola nitamba /
ekaka khina aoke avalamba //
prakara hisa aba gopata bhela /
uraja prakata aba ranhika lela //
carana capala gati locana paba /
locanaka dhairaja padatale yiba //
navakavisekhara ki kahaita para/
bhina bhina rija bhina vevahara// V' 5 //

There was an encounter between childhood and youth;

the mind-born god of love went to see the two paths.

The first display of Madana’s power® —

he has given his different subjects different rights.

The buttocks have acquired the heaviness / dignity of the waist;

the thinness / weakness of the latter is now supported by the former.
Laughter, previously unconcealed, stays concealed now;

the breasts have come out of concealment in its place.

The gaze will assume the restlessness of the gait;

the calmness of the eyes will pass to the feet.

rival), SMA S1. 8 (when two claimants vie for the throne, a third pretender plans to conquer the
kingdom).

50. Jha 1972, 5; 10. Under the patronage of King Sivasimha and other rulers of the Oinavara
dynasty of Mithili (Majumdar 1960, 404-407).

S1. Kapuar 1968, 11: bhiva= satti, prabhutva.

246



FEMALE ADOLESCENCE IN INDIAN LYRIC POETRY

What can Vidyapati say? —
‘Different kings, different customs™?.

As we can see, Vidyapati, in a structurally very different poetic text in another lan-
guage, depicts physical changes happening to his adolescent heroine, as well as
changes in her behaviour, indicative of a psychological transformation, in a way
that is quite similar to Sanskrit authors. The song mentions the pubescent girl’s
heavier buttocks, thinner waist and enlarged breasts; it also points out the heroine’s
slower gait, restrained laughter and oblique glances, all three showing her height-
ened sense of decorum and her progress in mastering the art of coquetry. The onset
of adolescence is presented here, just as in the Sanskrit vayahsamdhi poems ana-
lysed above (SD 3. 58 and SKA 2. 2. 5), as caused by the first stirrings of love in the
girl’s heart.

To help his listeners or readers better understand adolescence as a critical pe-
riod in a woman’s life, Vidyapati — once again similarly to Sanskrit poets — employs
contrast (in a manner already familiar to us after discussing SD 3. 58 and SRK 355)
and a political metaphor, resembling those used in SKA 2. 2. 5 and SD 3. 58, but
with a new twist.

The heroine’s adolescence is conceived of in terms of a whole series of dra-
matic events taking place in a kingdom. When the previous monarch (childhood)
is engaged in a battle with a rival (youth), yet another pretender (love) makes use
of this opportunity to seize the throne himself.

Next, he immediately asserts his authority — some of his new subjects are
stripped of their office, which is then offered to others; some, filled with fear, go
into hiding, while some, on the contrary, come out of hiding after receiving con-
vincing assurances. Thus, the old political order of the state, completely rear-
ranged, gives way to a new one, more conducive to the new king’s successful reign.

4. Conclusions
Summing up, in Classical Sanskrit literature, female adolescence appears to have
been quite a popular topic, since in three well-known anthologies, namely

Vidyakara's Subhdsitaratnakosa (11" or 12* century CE), Sridharadasa’s Saduk-
tikarnamyrea (1205 CE) and Jalhana’s Saktimukeivali (1258 CE), it is given a

52. Translation is mine.
53. Cf. also SMA 51. 8, as well as SRK 362 and 382 (see footnote 49).
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separate chapter, titled vayahsamdhi/ vayassamdhi ‘life-juncture’. However, the
authors of the poems included therein (and in another section of the Saduk-
tikarnamyrea, tited kimciduparadhayauvana / kimcidupodhayauvana ‘[the hero-
ine] whose youth has slightly grown / has come a little closer’, which has also been
taken into account in this paper) almost never employ this term and, usually, refer
to adolescence using various periphrastic expressions instead.

The adolescent heroine, captured during the process of her transformation
from a little girl into a young maiden, does not seem to have her own, traditionally
established name. The authors frequently view her as vague, difficult to grasp, and
thus hard to depict.

Still, they duly describe most of the noticeable major physical changes which
occur during female puberty. They are also perceptive and sensitive enough to ac-
curately observe and point out fundamental changes in the behaviour of adoles-
cent girls, which are obviously to be interpreted as symptoms of a radical psycho-
logical transformation. Interestingly, the onset of adolescence is often considered
by the poets to be caused by the first awakening of love in the heroine’s heart.

To help the readers better comprehend how critical this period is in a
women’s life, the authors frequently resort to the skilful use of contrast and apt
metaphors. Unsurprisingly, adolescence is often metaphorically conceptualised in
terms of other liminal experiences. The poets have a special predilection for meta-
phors drawn from the conceptual domain of politics and war, which is also easily
understandable. Even though the depictions of events such as an invasion, the
fight of pretenders to the throne or the beginning of a new king’s reign, with the
ensuing general confusion and instability of the state, may sometimes create a
slightly comic effect, they generally emphasise the turmoil of female adolescence
quite convincingly.

Moreover, happenings of this kind would surely have been well-known to at
least a part of the original — predominantly courtly - literary mi/eu. For them, the
explanatory value of these metaphors must have been great indeed*.

The last part of the paper discusses one of the numerous songs on the adoles-
cence of Krsna’s beloved Radha by the famous Maithili poet Vidyapati (14*-15"
centuries CE) as an example of the influence of the classical Sanskrit literary

54. Additionally, it is perhaps not unreasonable to suggest that some of our authors (many of
whom were court poets, see footnotes 38; 45; 47) may allude to real-life events in their stanzas
through the use of political and military metaphors. Thus, while depicting adolescent girls, they may
also give indirect praise or advice to their kingly patrons.
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tradition on vernacular Indian literatures. As a detailed analysis demonstrates, in a
structurally very different poetic text in another language, Vidyapati treats the
vayafhsamdhi motif quite similarly to Sanskrit authors.
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Abstract

In his Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beauritul,
the 18™ century Irish thinker, Edmund Burke, conceives the notion of the sublime in terms
characteristic of liminality. He defines it as an aesthetic category derived from an ambigu-
ous, primal sensation of ‘delightful horror’ and as a conceptual opposite of beauty. While
his sublime, expressed through indefiniteness or excess, dominates over the experiencing
subject, his beauty, expressed through definiteness and restraint, is fully dominated by the
subject. The aim of this study is to compare the Burkean sublime with the Sanskrit
mahikavya work, Raghuvamsa by Kalidasa (5™ century CE). In the first place, it proves
that many elements recognised by Edmund Burke as the sources of the sublime may be
traced in Kalidisa’s language of hyperbolic affirmation based on natural imagery. In the
second place, it shows the merging of Burkean dualities of the sublime and beautiful, man
and Nature within the mahikavyaaesthetics of Raghuvamsa, and, accordingly, reappraises
his account of sublimity conceived in liminal terms.

Keywords: aesthethics, Burkean sublime, the beautiful, &2vys, Kalidasa’s Raghuvamsa.

1. Introduction: the Sublime Liminality

The concept of liminality as conceived by Arnold van Gennep and furthered by
Victor Turner significantly overlaps with the concept of the sublime constructed
within the Western philosophical discourse. Both of them connote a kind of “sur-
plus”, a threat to the self, something that escapes definition, transcending the
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experienced reality or imaginable forms, something “else” that may create a feeling
of dread, amazement, or a deep, reverential awe. Moreover, both the sublime and
liminality are underlain by duality or ambivalence. In this sense, liminality, as a
culturally inclusive category characterizing a common social phenomenon observ-
able in a variety of cultures, may be regarded as an anthropological counterpart of
the philosophical category of the sublime, which was constructed by a number of
Western thinkers within their own cultural contexts.

This study is intended as a task in applied comparative cultural aesthetics that
prepares the ground for further enquiry into the possibility of recognizing the sub-
lime as a culturally inclusive category that may be integrated with the correspond-
ing concepts of the Sanskrit aesthetics and literary theory. The cognitive approach
to literary aesthetics pursued here aims to foster a comprehensive reception of the
Sanskrit mahakavya, here represented by a work of Kilidasa, and open a new inter-
cultural perspective for the study of this genre.

1.1. Edmund Burke and Indian Aesthetics

The common duality shared by sublime and liminality is clearly visible in the the-
ory of the sublime presented in the Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our
Ideas of the Sublime and Beauriful(1754) by Edmund Burke (1729-1797), where
the sublime imagined as a quality creating an ambivalent feeling of pleasure and
pain is defined through its dual opposition to beauty. Many of the phenomena

» «

identified here as the sources of the sublime, such as “terror”, “obscurity”, “priva-
tion”, “intermission”, “silence”, “infinity” fall within the scope of liminality".
This 18" century Anglo-Irish statesman and philosopher, widely recognised
for his life-long campaign against the injustices of British rule in India and the im-
peachment of Warren Hastings, is an often-overlooked founding father of the
modern notion of the sublime. Contrary to his German successor, Immanuel
Kant, who turned the sublime into an arithmetical abstraction of the mind, Burke
concentrates on the empirical experience, the psychological reactions on the side
of the subject and the physical objects that provoke them. Since he defines the sub-
lime and beautiful through particular instances and values depiction above theo-
retical accuracy, his account of these aesthetic categories is marked by open com-
plexity. This is one of the reasons why it appears to be much more conversant with
the Indian literary-aesthetic tradition than the Kantian sublime adopted by Jean-

1. Burke 1823, 76-85; 96; 99; 106; 117.

254



ON THE SUBLIME (AND) BEAUTIFUL IN R4AGHUVAMSA

Frangois Lyotard in the 20™ century. Since Burke’s discourse is based on emotional
states and their tangible sources, it is reminiscent of a central paradigm in Sanskrit
aesthetics and poetics, namely rasa theory. Moreover, as will be noted below, sev-
eral sources of the sublime recognised in Burke’s treatise either correspond to con-
ventional motifs employed in Sanskrit 44vya literature or serve as adequate points
of reference for a contrastive analysis.

The physiological aesthetics of the Philosophical Enquiry are founded on
pre-psychological principles. The author commences by recognising “reason” and
“taste” as universally human faculties that enable empirical data to be assigned to
theoretical patterns such as beauty and sublimity. Although, in the light of the
current state of knowledge regarding human culture, the statement on which
Burke founds his enquiry: «The standard both of reason and taste is the same in
all human creatures»’, appears dangerously absolute, it also shows a biological ap-
proach to aesthetics, which, from the perspective of time, proves to be progressive.
This is so because since Immanuel Kant, Western philosophical aesthetics was
largely dominated by German idealism, which detached itself from the bio-psy-
chological aspect of human apprehension and from Nature in general. It was not
until the rise of cognitive studies in the late 20 century that this bio-psychological
perspective, which is highly compatible with the Indian tradition, was reintro-
duced into the Western intellectual discourse including aesthetics and literary
studies®. It may currently prove valuable in interpreting cultural texts through the
comparison of regional conceptualisations of most general ideas, such as beauty,
sublimity, or greatness, based on likely universal human experience.

1.2. Pain and Pleasure

In a similar way to the author of Nityasistra, Burke occupies himself with recog-
nising several types of human emotions, whose broad spectre he divides into neg-
ative pleasure, designated as “delight”, generated by the sublime, and positive

2. Ryan 2001.

3. Burke 1823, 1.

4. Ibid., 23: «On the whole, it appears to me, that what is called taste, in its most general ac-
ceptation, is not a simple idea, but is partly made up of a perception of the primary pleasures of sense,
of the secondary pleasures of the imagination, and of the conclusions of the reasoning faculty, con-
cerning the various relations o these, and concerning the human passions, manner and actions».
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pleasure, generated by the beautiful. Within his treatise human beings appear as
mainly biological organisms ruled by their sensations of pain and pleasure. By
“negative pleasure” Burke means the strongest possible feeling rooted in the hu-
man instinct of self-preservation. It arises from witnessing something dangerous
or uncontrollable from a safe distance which allows one to reflect on one’s natural
reactions. What differentiates negative pleasure from a basic fear is the exaltedness
and admirableness of the sublime behind it, which may be exemplified by emo-
tions typically aroused by great natural or cosmic objects, such as mountains,
oceans, rivers, the sky, or the luminaries. Another important aspect of the sublime
experience mentioned by Burke is its disinterestedness, as it leads to a simulated
detachment from the basic instinct of self-preservation by which it is induced:

[The sublime] [...] comes upon us in the gloomy forest, and in the howling wil-
derness, in the form of the lion, the tyger, the panther, or rhinoceros. Whenever
strength is only useful, and employed for our benefit or our pleasure, then it is
never sublime; for nothing can act agreeably to us, that does not actin conform-
ity to our will. (Burke 1823, 88)

Contrariwise, by positive pleasure Burke means an emotion comparable to “love”
underlain by a sense of safety and domination induced by the fully controllable
beauty of an object perceived’. Accordingly, within the polarised aesthetics,
strongly determined by the author’s gender, natural environment, culture, and
time of life, sublime objects are specified as great, vast, massive, rough, dark, ob-
scure, and associated with pain, while beautiful objects are small, light, smooth,
polished, clear, bright, and delicate. The sublime may combine with the beautiful
in the same way as white mixes with black. When they combine a softened version
of the sublime or an intensified version of the beautiful appears. Nonetheless, they
make the strongest impression as separate colours®.

As befits a representative of British empiricism, Burke defines the sublime
and the beautiful through ostension, or, in other words, through examples. The
larger part of his treatise may be characterised as a catalogue of objects, qualities
and ideas recognised as sources of the sublime and beautiful.

5. Ibid., 125; 162-163.
6. Ibid., 183.
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1.3. Sources of the Sublime

The empirical style of Burke’s discourse results in a very strong contextualisation
of his notion of the sublime. It is marked by a dualistic understanding of the rela-
tion between man and nature, determined both by the cold, oppressive, often
overwhelming natural environment of the 19" century British Isles and the an-
thropocentric Western intellectual tradition. However, what makes his theory less
timeless and seemingly less universal than the abstract Kantian sublime adopted by
Lyotard, paradoxically, offers more solid grounds for intercultural studies con-
ducted from a bio-psychological or cognitive perspective, which may foster a
deeper understanding of Sanskrit aesthetics.

Among the sources of the sublime Burke mentions “terror”, identifying it as
the strongest, most perplexing emotion, and, accordingly, the ruling principle of
the sublime’. He associates terror with: «Contemptible or dangerous objects or
beings like snakes and other poisonous animals and things of great dimensions»,
best represented by the ocean, all of which pose a threat to the human sense of
security, ego, or imagination®. This emotion is closely associated with another
source of the sublime, which is ‘obscurity’ that induces fear of the unknown. He
observes that imagination intensifies a sense of dread when the full extent of dan-
ger is unknown’.

» K

Obscurity along with other mentioned sources, including “privation”, “vast-
ness”, “succession and uniformity”, “magnificence”, is related with a broader no-
tion of “infinity”"’. Infinity, conceived as a challenge to the imagination that pro-
duces venerable fear underlain with amazement, or a mixed feeling of pleasure and
pain, should be regarded as a key characteristic of Burkean sublime. As a promise
“of something more”, infinity traced in phenomena such as changing seasons or
young animals, is found as a generally pleasurable concept'. Nevertheless, the
most important aspect connecting it with the sublime is the challenge it gives to
the idea of form. While in its boundlessness infinity diverts from Burke’s idea of
beauty, it cannot also be classified as “ugly”, as it does not connote “deformation”,
but rather “formlessness”, which just like “intermission” or “chasm”, which are
also listed as sources of the sublime, provokes awe leading to a suspension of

7. Ibid., 74.

8. Ibid., 74-75.

9. Ibid., 76-77.

10. Ibid., 96-99; 101-110.
11. Ibid, 106.
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judgement. Burke illustrates this with a passage from Milton’s Paradlise Lost, de-
picting Death:

The other shape.
If shape it might be call'd, that shape had none [...]
(John Milton, Paradise Lost, 11. 666—667)".

Another principal source of Burkean sublime is “power”, whose appeal is based on
terror mixed with reverential awe. Burke associates it with a superior, uncontrolla-
ble, external force exemplified by a figure of sovereignty, a deity, gloomy isolated
landscapes or wild and dangerous animals”. Among the criteria enabling a given
phenomenon to be identified as powerful in a way that is conducive to the sub-
lime, he mentions an absence of their practical utility, which differentiates the
strength or size of a creature or object from its power, supposed to dominate over
human ego'*. Whatever is subject to our will «can never be a cause of grand and
commanding conception»".

In his use of the term “grand” as a synonym of the sublime, Burke clearly fol-
lows the earlier discourse of the term which since Classical Antiquity had been de-
veloped within the literary-rhetorical context'. He also uses this word in defini-
tions of other sources of the sublime, such as “difficulty”, by which he means a
great struggle or effort indicating a grand idea behind it, and “magnificence”, ex-
plained as: «A great profusion of things, which are splendid or valuable in them-
selves»"”. Burke adds here that the disorder of profuse elements may intensify a
sense of infinity indicative of the sublime. As examples of such a kind of profusion
he mentions a starry sky, fireworks, and literary descriptions rich in profuse images
(motifs), or epithets characteristic of panegyrics'®. Burke adds here that the disor-
der of profuse elements may intensify a sense of infinity indicative of the sublime.

Among other sources of the sublime that may prove relevant to the aesthetics
underlying Sanskrit k4vya literature, “light”, “sound”, and “colour” should be

12. Ibid.,, 77.

13. 7bid., 85-96.

14. Ibid., 88-89.

15. Ibid., 88.

16. Represented by several Classical authors, the most influential of whom is the anonymous
author of Peri Hypsous(1* century CE) referred to as Pseudo-Longinus, and Early Modern authors,
such as Nicolas Boileau (1636-1711) and John Dennis (1658-1734).

17. Ibid., 107.

18. 7bid., 107-110.
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mentioned. Light should be possibly most intense, blinding, preferably emanating
directly from the sun, emerging from deep darkness, passing into, or contrasting
with it. In the same way, excessive sound, ideally created by massive natural phe-
nomena like thunder, is considered as conducive to the sublime, since it creates a
most extreme sensation'. Burke distinguishes the cries of wild animals as a separate
source of the sublime, which he regards as an alien, external, and intense interrup-
tion in a familiar, safe fabric of reality”. He associates the sublime with dark
gloomy colours, excluding from its scope any bright, “cheerful” hues like the blue
of clear skies?'.

2. Burke’s Aesthetics Applied to Kilidisa’s Raghuvamsa

As the most prestigious genre of Sanskrit &Zvya literature, whose heroic narrative
frame, normative function, eulogistic character, and close connection with the
royal power suggests its classification as an Indian example of grand narrative,
mahakivya appears as one of the most accurate examples of Sanskrit classical liter-
ature to be compared with Burke’s account of the sublime. Owing to the common
aesthetics underlying the mahdikavya convention, observations regarding the “sub-
limity” of its grand narrative poetics made on the basis of one work generally apply
to other stylistically different compositions. The above presented analysis focuses
on Kalidasa’s Raghuvamsa (5" century CE), which is one of the earliest and most
celebrated works of the genre.

The second stanza of Kalidasa’s mahakavya already contains several Burkean
sources of the sublime whose presence pervades the entire work. It mentions the
solar origin of the dynasty, which alludes to the senses through the image of the
celestial body and its blinding brightness. The greatness of the dynasty is further
emphasised through the comparison to the unnavigable ocean, indicating the vast-
ness, obscurity, possible danger, and great difficulty faced by a solitary poet. Ac-

» « » « » o«

cordingly, it includes the following sources: “light”, “terror”, “obscurity”, “priva-

» « » o«

tion”, “vastness”, “infinity”, “difficulty”:
kva siryaprabhavo vamsah kva cilpavisayi matih /

dtirsur dustaram mohid udupendsmi sigaram // Ragh 1.2 //

19. Ibid,, 115-116.
20. Ibid., 118-119.
21. Ibid, 114.
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Where is this Sun-born dynasty and where is my limited mind? Tempted by my
own foolishness, I am eager to cross the unnavigable ocean on a raft™.

The affective potential of Kalidasa’s Raghuvamsa is built upon the material sub-
lime, or in other words, the variety of the sublime that affects listeners through the
presentable, palpable greatness of Nature and the Cosmos present in Burke’s aes-
thetics. Within particular eulogies that are shared by the entire grand narrative of
Raghu’s dynasty, several monarchs are either identified with or compared to the
sun: Ragh 3. 30; 5. 13; 8. 15; 8. 29-30; 11. 24; 11. 64; 11. 82; or to the moon: Ragh
3.22; 4.18; 8. 15; 11. 24; 11. 64; 11. 82. For example:

dhiyah samagraih sa gunair udiradhih kramac catasras carurarnavopamaih /
tatara vidyih pavanatiparibhir diso haridbhir haritim ivesvarah // Ragh 3.30//

The one sublime of mind, endowed with all intellectual merits, has crossed the
four branches of knowledge, comparable to the four oceans, just like the Lord
of Sky Quarters (the Sun) crossed the [four] directions with his horses (sunrays)
swift as the wind.

As befits the epic chronicle of the solar dynasty, Raghuvamsa is tull of blinding
light expressing the grandeur of royal power:

sa rajyam gurund dattam pratipadyidhikam babhau /
dinante nihitam tejah savitreva hutasanah // Ragh 4.1//

On receiving the sovereignty from his elder he became exceedingly bright, just
like fire receiving light from the sun at the end of day.

Other celestial objects, both mythical and observable, serve as objects of compari-
son in numerous similes: e.g. Ragh 1. 46 (star Chitra and the moon); Ragh 2. 39;
8.37 (Rahu); Ragh 2. 75 (celestial Ganges).

Moreover, the royal grandeur is also expressed through comparisons to
mountains and oceans, which constitute larger themes within the narrative:

sarvatiritasarena sarvarejo ‘bhibhavini/
sthitah sarvonnatenorvim krintva merur ivitmani // Ragh 1. 14 //

22. Unless otherwise stated, the translations are all mine.
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Transcending the Earth, raised high above all in the likeness of Mt. Meru, ex-
ceeding all in energy, surpassing all in splendour.

bhimakantair nrpagunaih sa bhabhivopajivinim /
adhrsyas cabhi gamyas’ ca yadhoratnair ivarnavah // Ragh 1.16 //

Just like the ocean endowed with sea monsters coupled with gems, with his
kingly traits [both] dreadful and lovable, he was [both] accessible and inacces-
sible to his subjects.

The elaborate descriptions used to portray mountain and ocean themes are addi-
tionally underlain with the Burkean category of “magnificence”, which is alluded
to through the profusion of valuable objects canonically assigned to each land-
scape™.

Kalidasa also translates the idea of royal power through animals which, as
noted by Burke, exemplify power through their physical traits paired with an un-
controllable force. Here temporin-filled, open temples of an elephant during the
period of musth along with fire fanned by the wind and the sun in the cloudless
sky exemplify royal power in its fierce, unrestrained aspect:

vibhavasuh sirathineva viyuna ghanavyapdyena gabhastimin iva /
babhiva tenatitarim suduhsahah karaprabhedena kariva parchivah //
Ragh3.37//

In his [Raghu’s] company the king [Dilipa] became practically invincible. They

were like fire coupled with wind, like the sun coupled with the cloudless sky, or
like an elephant coupled with open temples.

Nonetheless, in some other stanzas he expresses material grandeur only to show
that the sublimity of royal power transcends it, approaching the state of infinity:

aridham adrin udadhin vitirnam bhujamgamanam vasatim pravistam /

ardhvam gatam yasya na cinubandhi yasah paricchetcum iyattayilam//
Ragh6.77//

It is impossible to measure his lasting fame that ascended mountain tops, pene-
trated the oceans, entered the underworld, and raised up high [to the sky].

23. Matyszkiewicz 2018, 55-76.

261



ARIADNA MATYSZKIEWICZ

In a similar way, indicative of the Burkean idea of infinity as one of the key under-
lying features of sublimity, the poet imagines the nature of god Visnu, praised in
the tenth chapter of Raghuvamsa:

ameyo mitalokas tvam anarthi prarthanavahal /
ajito jisnur atyantam avyakto vyaktakirapam// Ragh 10. 18 //

You are the immeasurable measure of the world, the desireless source of desire,
the unconquerable conqueror, an endless, unmanifest source of manifesta-
tions.

3. Conclusions

The main point of difference between Edmund Burke and Kalidasa may be deter-
mined by their approach to Nature. Although he traces sublimity in the sensuous-
ness of springtime, associated with the idea of infinity, Burke conceives Nature
mainly as an oppressive, uncontrollable force that poses a threat to human subjec-
tivity. Therefore, in his account, the sublimity of great natural phenomena is based
on awe and fearful reverence. Sublime Nature is gloomy, dark in colour, unmelo-
dious in sound, filled with gaps and threatening extremities. It dominates over the
sentient subject by mere, primitive power further exemplified by the figure of a
sovereign and a deity. Raghuvamsaalso contains passages in which sublimity is de-
rived from fear of the threatening force of Nature. For example, those that describe
the omens witnessed by king Dagaratha on his journey, such as adverse winds,
howling jackals, the sun encircled with a frightening halo (Ragh 11. 58-11. 62), or
depictions of a bloodred sun, columns of smoke and dust covering the sky during
the battle in the seventh chapter. Nonetheless, these are just a few stanzas of the
entire work. The poem itself shows no tension between Nature and human ego,
which are generally imagined here as interconnected™:

visrstapdrsvinucarasya tasya parsvadrumah pasabhred samasya /
udirayam dsur ivonmadinam dlokasabdam vayasim viravaihi // Ragh 2.9 //

The roadside trees praised with ecstatic sounds of birds Varuna’s equal, who
has expelled his flatterers.

24. Rajendran 2005, 21; 25.
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Moreover, the imagery of Kailidisa’s work corresponds rather with what Burke
identifies as a mixture of sharply outlined, contrasting categories of the sublime
and beautiful.

For instance, the extreme brightness, identified by Burke as the source of the
sublime, within Raghuvamsa definitely serves the strongly persuasive function as-
sociated with this category, at the same time merging with the quality of “white-
ness”, which for both Burke and Kalidasa exemplifies the category of beauty:

pandyo yam amsarpitalambahirah kiptarigarigo haricandanena /
abhati balataparaktasinuh sanirjharodgira ivadrirdjah // Ragh 6. 60 //

With a [white] garland of pearls dangling on his shoulders and body smeared
with [red] sandalwood ointment he shone like the Mountain king (Himalaya)
with its rumbling waterfalls and summits reddened by the morning sunbeams.

The sublimity of Nature and Cosmos, inscribed in great depths, heights, or
amounts, appears here as an intensifier of beauty or the other way round: beauty
seems to tame the sublime through sensuality®. This is clearly visible in the thir-
teenth chapter of Raghuvamsa where Rama presents his consort Sita with the
touchstones of the landscape beneath their feet as they travel through the sky on
vimana:

velinilaya prasrea bhujamgi mahormivisphirjathunirvisesah /
saryamsusamparkasamyrddharigair vyajyanta ete manibhif phanasthaih //
Ragh 13.12//

Snakes stretched out for the coast wind are hard to distinguish from the mas-

sive, roaring waves, becoming noticeable only through the hue of jewels in
their hoods intensified by sunrays.

tavidharasparadhisu vidrumesu paryastam etat sahasormivegat /
ardhvinkuraprotamukham kathamcit klesad apakrimati sarikhayiacham //
Ragh 13.13//

25. Matyszkiewicz 2018.
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The collection of shells, scattered by the force of rapid waves, with their sharp,
upraised tips struggles to disentangle from the corals that emulate your lips.

velinilah ketakarenubhis te sambhavayaty dnanam dyatiksi/
mam aksamam mandanakilahiner vettiva bimbadharabaddhatrspam //
Ragh 13.16//

Oh, long-eyed lady! As if having noticed my urgent desire for your round lips,
the sea breeze honours your face with Ketaka pollen.

In these examples one can clearly see how the ocean with its primal dread is turned
into a lover’s playground. Its venomous snakes are characterised as jewels, corals
and shells are likened to female lips. Therefore, the sublimity, inherent to the ocean
as such, is sensualised, or turned into an enhancement of erotic pleasure, assigned
by Burke to the domain of beauty. In this chapter of Raghuvamsa, the grand ele-
ments of Nature such as the ocean, mountains, of great rivers, which as bare con-
cepts may be overwhelming in their excess, unfamiliarity, obscurity, otherworldli-
ness, or sense of danger, are brought into a state of familiarity and submission. It is
the king, a personification of power, who is in charge of the familiarised objects,
not the other way round. Nature is imagined rather as a valuable extension of the
personalised power, than as a serious obstacle. Moreover, the royal power itself
does not rely here on mere terror, as would be imagined by Burke, but rather on
sublimity refined into a magnified splendour. Accordingly, the grand narrative po-
etics of Raghuvamsaappeal through images of earthly opulence expressed through
celestial brightness, precious stones, lofty thrones, mountains, or impenetrable
depths.

To conclude, in spite of cultural, temporal, and environmental differences
between the authors, the majority of the sources of the sublime recognised by
Burke can be traced in the grand narrative poetics of Kilidasa’s poem. Neverthe-
less, the Sanskrit author presents a significantly different cultural reworking of
these sources, which makes the Burkean sublime derived from the instinct of self-
preservation appear as an intensifier, or a hyperbole of pleasurable beauty that
serves eulogistic purposes. In this sense, mahikivya aesthetics represented by
Raghuvamsa may be interpreted as a form of overcoming the tension of liminality
understood in terms of the Burkean sublime.
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Abstract

The paper aims to present and examine the Indian art of avadhina (‘attention’, ‘attentive-
ness’) through the analysis of selected epigraphic and literary sources, fragments of practi-
tioner's memoirs, congratulation letters and press reports, etc. which help to trace possible
sources of the practice, determine its historical background and investigate the patterns of
its continuity and modifications up to the present day. Special attention will be paid to the
figure of the practitioner (avadhini or avadhanini), the transition from the courts or pri-
vate scholarly meetings into the public space and to the commercial character of modern-
day avadhinawhich deeply influenced changes within the practice and its perception. The
analysis will lead to a methodological investigation placing the art in the conglomerate of
such phenomena as routine, ritual, tradition and cultural performance.

Keywords: avadhana, performance, ritual, liminality.

1. Introduction®

The aim of the present paper is to examine the Indian art of avadhina and to in-
vestigate its patterns of continuity and modifications against the background of its
affiliation to such categories as routine, ritual, tradition and performance.

*This paper is part of the project Avadhana. Historical and social dimension of the Indian ‘art
of memory (registration number 2018/28/C/HS2/00415) developed by the author and financed by
the National Science Centre (NCN), Poland.
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What is avadhina? The literal meaning of the term is ‘attention’, ‘attentive-
ness’ — the quality which is the focal point of described activity. As a starting point
I propose to describe avadhinaas the act of showcasing highly developed cognitive
capacities examined in the form of miscellaneous tasks accomplished in the pres-
ence of other people. This general working definition is by no means comprehen-
sive since it omits important aspects of avadhina. It does not take into account
features that were characteristic for certain stages of the development of avadhina
as well as its systematisation and manifold divisions. Moreover, it only focuses on
the culminative point — showcasing the skills — while the term avadhina also en-
compasses everything that leads a practitioner (denoted as the avadhaniin the case
of men or avadhininiin the case of women) to this moment, e.g. the preparation,
studies, etc. Nonetheless, it can serve as a frame comprising its varieties which dif-
fer from each other. To describe avadhina’s development in a more detailed way
and to draw its picture formed through the centuries it is important to focus on
answering a few auxiliary questions: when?; where?; why? and, finally, who?' The
first two queries address the matters of time and space. They can be analysed both
on a micro- and macroscale, where the former is connected to the timing and plac-
ing of single avadhanas and the latter to the art’s origin. However, the second per-
spective does not influence the art’s categorisation and requires a closer study
which, for the clarity of my argument, will not be taken into consideration®. Since
the matter of avadhina’s temporal limitation is closely connected to the spatial as-
pect, they will be analysed in parallel.

2. The Time and Place ofavadhina

The earliest attestations of the art which are included in the epigraphic sources do
not contain any direct data indicating the time and occasions on which avadhinas

1. T have not included the question ‘what?” on this list. First of all, because the detailed system-
atisation of the types of avadhina and the description of the consecutive tasks which can be com-
pleted during the events are not crucial for the main part of this study. My main focus is to determine
whether avadhina can be perceived as a routine, a tradition or a form of ritual or performance and
to analyse the transformations of the figure of avadhini. Secondly, because the various types of
avadhana and their possible challenges have already been described. See e.g. Sudyka—Galewicz 2012,
Cielas 2017 or Cielas 2020.

2. The interested reader may refer to Sudyka—Galewicz 2012 where, based on the analysis of
epigraphic, historical and literary sources, the authors tentatively date the beginnings of avadhinato
at least the 12t—13% century CE and advance hypotheses regarding the place of origin of the art.
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were held or the places in which they were organised. Nevertheless, they inform
the reader about practitioners who were closely related to the court, mostly poets
who composed under the ruler’s patronage, members of the highly educated mi-
lieus. The examples include for instance two inscriptions with direct references to
the practice of avadhinawhich come from the Western part of the Indian subcon-
tinent. Both epigraphs are to be assigned to the king Vira Narasimha II of the
Hoysala dynasty. The first one, from 1223 CE, is located in Kembalu (= Kembala,
Karnataka’s Hassan District) on a stone in the navararigamanntapa of the temple
of Narasithhadeva. The inscription contains a detailed record of the boons be-
stowed upon the king’s chief accountant, Visvanatha from Belvola. The official
was granted Kembala, which was made the village of Viralaksminarasirha.
Vi$vanatha, who «could write letters with both hands, and go through a hundred
avadhinas (or mnemonic feats)», not only built the Viralaksminarasirhha temple
but also constructed large tanks in the agrahirs’. The same avadhani's skills and
achievements were also recalled in another record of Vira Narasimha II: the in-
scription from 1237 CE, inscribed on a stone near the Kesava temple at
Haranahalli, Karnataka®.

Another intellectually stimulating milieu which nurtured the practice of
avadhinawas presumably the court of the king of the Vaghela dynasty, Visaladeva.
Two Sanskrit records from the second half of the 13" century, originally placed on
a wall of the Koti$vara temple at Kodinar (Amreli District of Gujarat), describe
various figures residing at the court and their relatives. The epigraphs, the so-called
Nanaka prasastss, are devoted to a man named Visalanagariya Nanaka and record
the inauguration of the sirasvatakridiketana or ‘the play-ground of the learned’
(prasasti 1, not dated but probably older than the second one since it describes
Visaladeva as tridasasuhrd, ‘the friend of the thirty gods’, suggesting that the king
was already dead. It must have been composed between 1262 and 1271 CE) and
the sdrasvatasadasor ‘the abode of the learned’ (prasase/11, dated to 1271 CE). The
autograph left by Krsna, the author of the first inscription, identifies him as a prac-
titioner of the astavadhana, ‘the eightfold attention”, who belonged to the family

3. Rice 1902, 211.

4. Ibid., 384.

S. The numeral in the name of the art denotes the number of tasks completed during the
avadhana. The astivadhina with eight challenges is the most common type of the art. Analogically,
in the sativadhina, ‘the one-hundred-fold attention’, there are one hundred tasks, in the sa-
hasravadhana, ‘the one-thousand-fold attention’, one thousand, etc.
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of professional Jiterats; his grandfather was characterised as the author of the work
called Kuvalayasvacarita’.

These and similar records may suggest that the art of avadhina was closely
related to the court. The fact of undergoing trials before kings and courtly assem-
blies is especially well documented also in the literary sources. Suffice it to mention
Siddhicandra and other Jain poets, such as for instance Vijayasenasari or Nandi-
vijaya, who showcased their skills at Akbar’s and Jahangir’s courts in the 16"-17"
century. In the colophon to Siddhicandra’s Rruvarnana, “The Description of Sea-
sons’, an anthology of muktakas (saktisaricaya) composed by various poets and by
the author of the compilation, Siddhicandra is described as the one who managed
to meet one hundred and eight challenges during a single meeting that dazzled Ak-
bar. The episode was also mentioned in Siddhicandra’s Bhinucandracarita
(BhCCQ). In the fourth chapter the author recalled his avadhina held at the court
(BhCC 4. 81-86) and Nandivijaya’s activity in the described art (BhCC 4. 17-18).

Other notable examples of literary sources pointing to the avadhina’s associ-
ation with the court are the works describing the achievements of Madhuravini,
the renowned poetess active at the beginning of the 17* century at the court of
Raghunitha Nayaka. Her attainments were attested for instance in her own work,
the Sririmayanasarikavyatilaka (e.g. SRSKT 1. 93; 5.111) or in Vijayaraghava
Nayaka’s yaksaginatitled Raghunathibhyudayam, where the poetess is character-
ised as asukavitavani— ‘the voice of fast poetry’.

Unfortunately, none of the aforementioned sources refer to the time and oc-
casions on which the avadhinas were held. It can only be assumed that since the
practice was related to the court, the events did not have to be directly connected
to particular celebrations but played the role of an element of courtly cultural life,
not limited in terms of timing. Such an assumption seems to be justified in the
light of later sources. From the 19 century onwards, royal premises were no
longer the most common primary venue for the avadhinas. Nevertheless, even
then, from time to time avadhanis showcased their skills before the rulers. Vasistha
Ganapati Muni (1878-1936), for instance, recalled accomplishing the
astivadhana in front of the king of Mandisa (Andhra Pradesh) who «had a huge
assembly of scholars, poets and connoisseurs»’. The avadhanas completed in the

6. Unfortunately, I could not find any additional information about this work or trace its au-
thor. In the prasasti 1, Krsna did not give the name of his grandfather which makes identification
even more difficult since the title Kuvalayasvacaritais not unique.

7. Leela 1999, 41. Since the avadhani’s memoirs place this event ca. the turn of the 19" and 20™
century the mentioned rzja was probably Meherban-i-Dostan Vasudev Rajmani Raj Deo who ruled
between 1890-1914.
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presence of a ruler were also mentioned by Sitapati. The author recalled avadhinas
by Madabhasi Venkaticirya (1835-1895) and the Dévulapalli brothers (Sub-
bariya Sastri, 1853-1909 and Venkata Krsna Sastri, 1856-1912) which took place
at the court of Gangadhara Rama Rao, the r4jz of Pithipuram between 1877-
1890, in November 18798,

The sources from the turn of the 19" and 20" century generally contain more
data concerning the timing and placing of avadhina. It is also worth noticing that
very often they speak of private meetings in closed circles of connoisseurs. Accord-
ing to these records the avadhanas held at home were especially characteristic for
new practitioners taking their first steps in undergoing the described challenges.
Vasistha Ganapati Muni’s first avadhina took place in the house of a doctor who
«was taking care of his needs and in whose house an evening congregation of schol-
ars was a daily routine»’. Another famous avadhani, Kandukari Viredalingam
(1848-1919), recalled the similar circumstances of his first trial in his autobiog-
raphy: «In those days I could compose verses extempore, with the same facility
with which I delivered talks in prose. So some friends [...] desired that I should
hold a session in Ashtivadhinam, and I held one shortly afterwards, in a private
house, before a few friends. [...] it was my first effort [...]»'". Nevertheless, experi-
enced avadhins also performed at home, for example, to mention but a few, the
account describing how Vasistha Ganapati Muni underwent the trial in the resi-
dence of Dr. Krishnaswami Iyer in Madras" or the record by Telang speaking of
Rangacarya Sastri's spontaneous avadhina which took place on the veranda of his
house in Méttupalayam (Tamil Nadu)'?. Such impromptu private meetings, often
organised without any previous arrangements or only with a basic preparation, on
the request of guests visiting avadhiniand not for any particular occasion, are fre-
quently mentioned in the 19t“—20‘1‘—century sources. But the same memoirs, biog-
raphies, press reports or congratulation letters also confirm the fact that it was the
time when the avadhina gradually started to be commercialised and move from
sequestered or closed spaces to the public sphere'®. More and more often avadhanis
showcased their skills during certain festivities or on such occasions as for example

8. Sitapati 1968, 116-117.

9. Ibid,, 31.

10. Viresalingam 1970, 77.

11. Leela 1999, 72.

12. Telang 1944, 157.

13. See for instance Leela 1999, 71, Tirupati Vénkatakavulu 1956, 153, 158 or Viresalingam
1970, 77.
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the meetings of clubs or scholarly milieu, weddings, etc.'*. Nowadays, avadhanas,
to mention but a few possibilities, take place on religious holidays (like the festival
of vasanta paicami, Spring Festival), secular celebrations (eg. on wugidi, New
Year’s Day for the Hindus of Andhra Pradesh) or at the annual galas of particular
institutions, including schools, colleges, etc. On the other hand, even today
avadhana can be unconnected to any other event. It then becomes a festival itself,
even lasting up to over a month™. It can be organised on a big scale (at the stadium
or in a conference hall, with the presence of media and thousands of spectators) as
in the case of Munishri Ajitchandrasagariji’s avadhana which took place on 16 No-
vember 2014 at The National Sports Club of India’s Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel Sta-
dium in Worli, Mumbai, with an audience of almost six thousand people'. On
the other hand, now and again contemporary avadhans still meet and go through
the trial in private. In contradiction to Lisa Mitchell’s statement that «[...] the

14. See e.g. Telang (1944, 155) recalling Atmaramapant Sukhitme's performance held in 1890
on the occasion of the Hindu Union Club’s meeting in Bombay or the account of Parasurama Rao
mentioning that the Telugu poet duo known as Tirupati Vénkata Kavulu (Divakarla Tirupati Sastri,
1872-1920, and Céllapilla Venkata Sastri, 1870-1950) went through the avadhana on 29 August
1921 in Kuddipih (= Kadapi), Andhra Pradesh, to celebrate his niece’s marriage
(Rajasekharavenkatasésakavulu 1932, 55-57).

15. The duration of the avadhina depends on the number of challenges completed during a
trial. Theoretically, the aszavadhana can be performed in about thirty minutes. But then, as empha-
sised by avadhans, it contradicts the goals of an intellectual feast. According to the practitioners, to
bring value an asravadhana should last for about two and a half to three hours. Long enough to fulfil
individual challenges, entertain spectators and provide them with an explanation of subsequent
stages, but no longer, in order to keep the audience focused. The sarivadhina takes about twenty-

four to thirty hours divided into six parts — morning and evening sessions lasting for three days in
total. The sahasravadhana takes twenty-five to thirty days. Duration is one of the main reasons for
considering the asravadhanathe most perfect form of the art. The others are believed to mainly satisfy
the ambitions of avadhani. All the practitioners’ statements presented in the article are based on the
interview with a sazavadhani Dr. R. Ganesh conducted on 11 August 2016 in Bangalore and the
interview with an avadhiniDr. Shankar Rajaraman conducted on 13 August 2015.

16. The event was widely commented upon in the local, national and international media. See
e.g. Bella Jaisinghani’s article titled Jain monk brings the house down with his memory skills in Mum-
bai (The Times of India, Nov. 17, 2014: https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/mumbai/Jain-
monk-brings-the-house-down-with-his-memory-skills-in-Mumbai/articleshow/45170823.cms), A
Master of Memory in India Credits Meditation for His Brainy Featsby Max Bearak ( 7he New York
Times, Nov. 17, 2014: https://www.nytimes.com/2014/11/18/world/asia/prodigy-in-india-cred-
its-feats-of-memory-to-meditation-and-jainism.html) or Jain Munishri Ajitcchandra Sagarji Created
World Record By Performing 500 Avdhan Successfully (Business Wire India, Nov. 18, 2014:
https://www.businesswireindia.com/jain-munishri-ajitchandra-sagarji-created-world-record-by-
performing-500-avdhan-successfully-41561.html).
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practice of avadhinam today is unthinkable in a small group made up only of par-
ticipants, not because it has “gone out of fashion”, but because today avadhinam
cannot exist without a stage and an audience»'” contemporary avadhans declare
that private performances have always been a part of the art and that they still take
place — amongst close friend and acquaintances, for their own entertainment and
satisfaction, far from the media hype.

3. The Purpose of Avadhina and an Apparent End of the Art

As described above, avadhinas took and take place on various occasions, in mani-
fold places. But what is their purpose? Why did avadhina originate? Sudyka and
Galewicz enumerated three factors which according to them are responsible for
the continuation of the avadhina tradition:

1. Cementing regional identity — the avadhinas performed in Telugu, Kannada
and Tamil; the appearance of Sanskrit can stress the link with the glorious past.
2. Collective participation in the social and cultural event valued as educative
and intellectual entertainment — a proof of good education of participants, who
gain the sense of nobilitation besides amusement and interactions with other
viewers. 3. Individual needs of a performer, both emotional and intellectual

ones'®,

These elements can be perceived as a starting point for the investigation on the aim
of the avadhinaand on the characteristics of its practitioner. The art was modified
and evolved over the centuries, mirroring the cultural changes that also came
about. The avadhina’s transition from the courts or private scholarly meetings
into the public space is one of the pieces of evidence that attest the cultural trans-
formations. It seems that originally, especially in the case of the literary form of the
practice, the art originated and prevailed as one of the extensions of the so-called
kavigosrhi(‘assembly of poets’) which nurtured the idea of intellectual games and
competitions among Jirerati. But avadhinas were not only a pastime of educated
people. They were (and still are) a way to show the practitioner’s prowess in a cer-
tain field, to perpetuate tradition and cultural unity and, to quote Sudyka and
Galewicz, «to gain the sense of nobilitation». In the past, avadhans, like other

17. Mitchell 2009, 153.
18. Sudyka-Galewicz 2012, 189.
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poets, sought the kings’ patronage. The traces of this practice lasted until the early
20 century. According to Ramalakshmi, in the second half of the 19 century,
avadhans still «used to move from one place to another place receiving honours
from various Zamindars [...]»". Even later, Vasistha Ganapati Muni described
how he «went to find some financial help from the King of Gadwal»*". The skills
of being able to successfully complete the avadhina were the subject of mutual
agreement between the poets and the rulers. Avadhanis provided virtuosity and
talent which were the source of entertainment but also the factor enhancing the
king’s reputation as the one who had created a cultured milieu of the best among
the best poets. In return, avadhini gained prestige and a high position at the court.
In this way they nourished their individual needs, but not only their emotional and
intellectual ones; the economic factor also played an important role here.

This status quo started to change around the end of the 19" century. Then,
at the beginning of the 20" century avadhana started to become less and less pop-
ular until the point when it almost ceased to exist. What was the reason behind
such a sudden change? A possible explanation can be deduced from the testimo-
nies of avadhans active at that time. In his autobiography titled Sviya Charitramu,
Kandukari Viresalingam, already mentioned as the avadhina practitioner consid-
ered as the father of the renaissance movement in Telugu, referring to the art,

writes:

It was a mighty feat of concentration, but lay people and ignorant people at-
tributed it to black magic and thought, in spite of my friend’s assurances to the
contrary, that I was a devotee of some dark spirits [...]. I realized then that it was
only entertainment to fill idle moments and brought no real benefit either to the
world or to me. So however much people begged of me afterwards, I refused to
repeat a performance which entailed so much strain on my intellect and at the
same time benefitted no one..

At that time avadhinahad already become public — anyone could attend, take part
as a spectator. Avadhans, although still respected as /irerariand educated men, no
longer — or at least to a lesser degree — occupied high positions at court. The rulers’
support and patronage were transforming due to the political situation. Narayana
Rao and Shulman suggest that at the beginning of the 20 century ‘patterns of
patronage, composition, and circulation were essentially no different from those

19. Ramalakshmi 1977, 80.
20. Leela 1999, 60.
21. Viresalingam 1970, 79.
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in Srinitha’s time — even though the poets now travelled by train, and their verses
came to be printed»*. Nevertheless, during the time of British rule, the consolida-
tion and demarcation of sovereignty, freedom movements and the rise of pan-In-
dian and local nationalism with the formation of governments, kings were more
worried about keeping their power than investing in poets. This tendency was even
more visible in the 1930s—1960s. The modes of patronage — even if not entirely
changed — were adapting. The poets, including avadhins, sought the support of
not only rulers but also merchants or other wealthy members of the community.
Referring to the statements of Narayana Rao and Shulman and to the aforemen-
tioned words of Viresalingam, Mitchell assumed that

With printing suddenly easily available [...] memory no longer played the crucial
role it once had. The fact that Viresalingam included this unusual passage in the
midst of his account of the establishment of his own printing press and first pe-
riodical suggests that at some point — even if only subconsciously — he had been
influenced by the role of printing in his own disavowal of the celebration of
memory™.

In my opinion, the source of the avadhinis pique expressed in his autobiography
is clearly articulated and does not require further explanation. It results from a
common trend of the early 20% century, namely that of seeking attention and
recognition beyond the court. The scope and the accessibility of the royal patron-
age were transforming. Other avadhini also encountered this problem. Tirupati
Vénkata Kavulu, for example «had to face jealous politics of court officials and
local scholars which made them wait [for being granted an audience with the ruler]
for weeks, sending petition after petition»*. That is why the practitioners of
avadhana started to search for support elsewhere. But it was not as beneficial. As
Viresalingam noticed, common people who were not familiar with the avadhana,
who did not fully understand the capacity of the human mind and who did not
possess any knowledge of poetics, attributed it to black magic. Avadhins special-
ising in various forms of the art were also being accused of fraud™.

22. Narayana Rao-Shulman 1998, 195.

23. Mitchell 2009, 149.

24, Krishnamurthi 1985, 36.

25. See for example Ernest Wood’s account in which he quoted the article by Henry Steel Ol-
cott, an American officer, journalist and the co-founder of the Theosophical Society, who witnessed
an avadhana and stated that «the pandit remembered no less than one hundred things given to him
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Moreover, there were other reasons which contributed to the avadhina crisis.
The practitioners often engaged in frequent squabbles and personal fights. They
used to attend rivals’ avadhinas only to point out mistakes and inaccuracies, get-
ting involved in public quarrels prompted by, for example, caste feelings or mutual
hatred. More and more often they refused to continue their activity in the field of
literary avadhana, claiming that it did not result in good poetical composition.
This opinion was shared by such avadhing as, for instance, Umikinta
Vidyasekhara (1889-1942) or Rayaprolu Subbarav (1892-1984). All of these rea-
sons led to the nearly complete decline of the described art. It was only revived in
the second part of the 20" century and adapted to fit the new reality governed by
the mass media. Contemporary avadhinss present their skills on television and on
the radio, they advertise themselves on the Internet. The mass media play the role
of a new patron: they give opportunity, time and a place to show off skills, they
spread practitioners’ glory and, most importantly, they provide financial support.
The avadhina is still intellectual entertainment but access to it is easier. The
avadhins enrich their presentations with additional explanations for those who
are not familiar with the art and the events often start with a detailed introduction
bringing the character of avadhina closer. Nowadays, practitioners come up with
new challenges to be incorporated into the art to make it vivid, even more variated
and modernised. They showcase their skills not only in Sanskrit but also in other
Indian languages, like Telugu, Kannada or Tamil. In this way avadhans contrib-
ute to cementing regional identity and constituting / nurturing community. Not
coincidentally, avadhinas organised during such events as the annual meetings of
the Telugu Association of North America (TANA) are one of the most watched
parts of the programme. The art fosters communities, groups of like-minded peo-
ple who often share a linguistic identity. It also reveals the extraordinary cognitive
skills of the practitioners who become recognised and praised for their proficiency
and talents. In the past avadhins were mostly men of high positions, from edu-
cated families, very often from the families of professional poets, people who held
high positions at the courts. Nowadays, they are respected people who have gained
prestige in many cases thanks to their avadhinas. Very often they are not only poets
and avadhanss but have other jobs and occupations to secure their financial needs.
To some degree, avadhina and avadhini’ abilities have become a product which,
as we will see, corresponds to its classification within liminoid phenomena.

at the one sitting [...]» but «twenty-four was about the maximum of new items that could be re-
tained and the remainder must have been already known to the pandit» (Wood 1945, 129).
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4. Avadhina as a Liminoid Practice

The above description of avadhina and its practitioners helps to place the art in
the conglomerate of such categories as performance, ritual, routine and tradition.
Lewis noted that «one problem with the term performance [...] is that it can be
too open — that is, it is difficult to exclude any kinds of events, since almost any-
thing can be seen as a performance»*. To address this problem and to determine
whether avadhina should be placed within the category in question, one can refer
to the study by Landis and MacAulay. The authors formulated three basic tenets
characterising formalised performance: 1) location, 2) the presence of an audience
/ performer, 3) the role of skills / products (presented, shown, experienced or
heard during a performance)”. Landis and MacAulay meticulously analysed these
principles and pointed out the difficulties brought by the various interpretations
of their application. In the case of avadhina these three axioms seem to be easily
definable. As was shown before, along with the development of the art, the loca-
tion of avadhanas changed, but the events always took and still take place in a de-
fined space, not one chosen at random. Avadhini, being the centre of attention,
demonstrate skills which, depending on the kind of tasks, may lead to the creation
of a product (a poem, painting, theatrical érude, etc.). All of these happen in the
presence of an audience. Although in the past the avadhinas were not held in a
public space, spectators were always involved. Even in the case of private literary
meetings organised for the benefit and entertainment of selected people, for exam-
ple for a closed circle of poets, the very character of avadhinarequired the presence
of questioners (prcchakas) who played a double role — that of spectator and exam-
iner.

This preliminary scrutiny places the avadhinain the domain of performance.
But what about the other previously mentioned categories? As observed by Bell
«categorization develops a dizzying momentum of its own. The plethora of “ritual
spaces”, as Grimes points out, demonstrates how little certainty there is “in identi-

?»2 The classic Turnerian definition of

tying either ritual’s center or boundaries
ritual presupposes the presence of preternatural entities or forces” but it does not
exclude avadhina from the domain of rite. Similarly to the views presented by

other scholars of religious studies, Turner’s assumption does not negate the fact

26. Lewis 2013, 4.

27. Landis—MacAulay 2017, 6.
28. Bell 1992, 69.

29. Turner 1973, 1100.
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that this occurrence can be limited, e.g. to the usage of sacral symbolism in a secular
activity™. To answer the question as to whether the avadhina can be defined as a
form of rite, suffice it to consult the formal properties of collective rites proposed
by Moore and Myerhoft:

1. repetition — of occasion and / or content, form;

2. acting - self-consciousness of action;

3. special behaviour or stylization — the occurrence of extra-ordinary actions and
symbols or the extra-ordinary usage of the common ones;

4. order - the organization, marking a beginning and an end, the presence of spon-
taneous elements only in prescribed times;

S. evocative presentational style — producing an attentive state of mind;

6. the collective dimension®.

All of these factors play an important role in the avadhina. The avadhinis
show their skills during the events built upon certain schemes governed by a set of
rules. Challenges are completed in a certain order, allowing improvisation only in
prescribed moments. The «attentive state of mind» and «the collective dimen-
sion» are the basis of avadhana. The successful execution of challenges depends on
the practitioner’s ability to focus, and the questioners and spectators are involved
in the process. The presence of prcchakas is one of the requirements of the
avadhina. The audience, although it may play the role of passive onlookers, often
takes an active part in the event by asking questions, reacting in a lively way to the
avadhani's words or actions and even participating in the course of formulating
tasks. However, it is important to emphasise that the presence of the aforemen-
tioned formal properties of collective rites in the avadhina may partially result
from the numerous similarities between a performance and a ritual. Both phenom-
ena are characterised by framing, limitation of space and plural reflexivity. Other
features they have in common are formalism, traditionalism, invariance or rule-
governance™.

The avadhinabelongs, therefore, to the complex groups of performance and
ritual. Or, as a more detailed analysis of this subject reveals, to the space between

30. For example, Bell (1992 and 1997), Alexander (1991), Moore and Myerhoft (1977) referred
to the possible usage of sacral elements in the secular activity. Dealing with the sacred and demonic
was also one of the functions of performance proposed by Schechner and Appel. Other ‘overlapping
spheres’ they mentioned were entertaining, making something beautiful, marking or changing real-
ity, fostering community, healing and teaching / persuading (Schechner—Appel 2006, 46).

31. Moore-Myerhoft 1977, 7-8.

32. Bell 1997, 138-169.
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them™®. It is not a routine, since only activities devoid of ideological importance,
lacking in significant (both symbolic and ritualistic) function, fall into this cate-
gory. The avadhina, as has been shown, symbolically aftirms and reaffirms the
identity of its practitioners and the culture of the social groups they belong to; it
perpetuates cultural unity and has a repetitive nature which justifies calling it tra-
dition. The art’s longevity and the fact that it is invested with the need for repeti-
tion endow it with the power that influences society’s perception of the described
practice. They also reveal the cultural necessity of avadhina and bring us back to
the previously mentioned performance aims elucidated by Schechner and Appel™.

The process of classification of avadhana discloses the liminoid status of the
art. We speak of a rite of passage when an individual leaves one group to enter an-
other. It happens in the course of a ceremony or ritual. The original concept of a
rite of passage, as outlined by van Gennep (1977 [1960]), assumes three stages:
separation, liminality, and incorporation®. In the first stage, an individual prepares
for what comes next, symbolically or physically separates from the group that he
or she belonged insofar. The liminal or transition stage occurs when a person who
withdrew from the previous status is in the process of entering the new one but
has not obtained this goal yet. The incorporation marks the moment when a rite
of passage concludes and an individual assumes a new identity and re-enters the
society with a new status. Is it possible to perceive avadhina as a form of secular
rite of passage? In my opinion it is. A person who wishes to become an avadhani
or avadhanini has to prepare for this challenge. It involves studies, training of
memory and concentration, and — in the case of artistic avadhinas — the im-
provement of artistic skills. The people who wish to perform avadhina have to
devote a lot of time to developing their knowledge, doing various exercises (de-
pending on the type of avadhina and kinds of tasks they want to execute; for ex-
ample, solving manifold literary puzzles to improve their skills in versification in
the case of preparation for literary avadhina), enhancing their concentration and
memory through the practice of yoga, meditation, following a particular diet, and
alike. They do not go through any particular pre-liminal rites to mark the process
of separating from the current state, like in the rites of passage described by van
Gennep. Nevertheless, eventually, the pretenders to the avadhini or avadhinini
title reach the transitional moment of the first performance. It corresponds to the

33. For more information, readers can consult Cielas 2017, which focuses exclusively on the
idea of placing avadhina between the categories of performance and secular ritual.

34. See fn. 30.

35. Van Gennep 1977, 21.
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liminal stage of a rite of passage. The person who enters the stage no longer holds
a pre-performance status. The process of studies and preparation for avadhina, the
announcements of the trial, the appointment of an organizing committee, inviting
the audience and the guests of honour — all these are to announce that the person
who is about to perform is no longer a common member of society. The person
on the stage is not yet an avadhinibut in the process of passing over the threshold;
the fact that he or she is there, claims to be ready, is elevating. The claimant to the
title is already “more” than the non-avadhansis. The performance is a proper tran-
sitional stage, no matter the kind of avadhina. The execution of challenges proves
the acquired and innate skills of an individual. With every completed task, the per-
former is one step closer to becoming an avadhinior avadhanini, slowly moves on
the other side of the threshold. The whole process is overlooked by the organizing
committee, host, and questioners who play the role of masters of ceremony.
Slowly, the people witnessing the avadhina change their perception of the per-
former and start to perceive him or her as the avadhini/ avadhinini. The transi-
tional stage of avadhina culminates at the end of the event. Then, a designated
person announces the completion of performance and grants the performer with
the title of avadhanior avadhanin?®. There is no one prescribed formula for the
announcement of the title. Nevertheless, this moment is a boundary marking the
end of the stage in between and symbolically changes the social status and officially
recognized identity of the performer. The announcement of the title is efficacious
and ritual-like, it has the power of the performative utterance stating that the per-
son has become someone that they were not before. This transition is one of the
indicators of liminality and shows why the avadhina cannot be denied the liminal-
like character. On the other hand, the practice is optional, it belongs to the sphere
of play. The need to separate phenomena marked with the trace of liminality but
not entirely embodying it (e.g. stage dramas) brought Turner to coin the term ‘lim-
inoid™” which helped to establish a relation between performance (liminoid) and
ritual (liminal). Since avadhana bears distinctive traits of both, it is situated some-
where on the borderline; although, in my opinion, its character is more liminoid
than liminal. In fact, as Turner noticed, liminoid phenomena «are not cyclical but
intermittent, generated often in times and places assigned to the leisure sphere»™.
Avadhinas can be cyclical but this is merely a result of the periodical nature of

36. The performers may be granted also the other titles, depending on particular skills show-
cased during the avadhina.

37. Turner 1979, 491.

38. Ibid., 492.
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events which such performances may, but are not obliged to accompany. It cannot
be ruled out that in the past, when performances were being organised mostly at
courts, they had a much more cyclical character, closer to liminal than liminoid.
Unfortunately, to the best of my knowledge, no data supports this view. Moreo-
ver, it seems that the decision of putting oneself to the test and stepping into the
world of avadhinawas always a matter of personal choice. As Turner pointed out,
liminoid phenomena «are bonded more by optation, by choice than by obligation
— in the liminal case, persons Aave to undergo ritual by virtue of their natal status.
Competition emerges in the later liminoid domain; individuals and schools com-
pete for the recognition of a “public” and are regarded as ludic offerings placed for
sale on a free market»%.

S. Conclusions

To sum up the above analysis, 2vadhina can be described and categorised as a tra-
dition situated in the domain of liminoid cultural performances bearing the fea-
tures of a secular ritual. The performance of the art, especially the first one, is a
moment of transition for a practitioner. The event as a whole is secular but its parts
and stages are ritualised which, in my opinion, justifies classifying the avadhina as
akind of secular rite of passage. Furthermore, the described tradition evolved over
time and in the course of its existence faced its own interim moment. Because of
the manifold changes which avadhina underwent at the turn of the 19 and 20
century I suggest that this period be considered as a key moment in the art’s tran-
sition. It moved from the private into the public sphere and from the domain of
actively participated scholarly entertainment into a passively consumed element of
popular culture. These transformations did not result in a complete change of the
art’s status since they did not entirely exclude the parallel occurrence of events con-
ducted in the former way. Nevertheless, they influenced the modern face of
avadhana. Stepping into the commercialised public sphere was a way of securing
the longevity of the tradition and responding to the expectations of society. Their
necessity and the rightfulness of the process are attested by the revival of avadhina
in the second half of the 20" century and by the growing popularity of the art cre-
ating new paths and further possibilities for its development.

39. 1bid,, 493.
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Abstract

Kota Shivaram Karanth (1902-1997) was one of the most significant and influential nov-
elists, playwrights and conservationists of 20" century Karnataka. Inspired in his early life
by the thoughts of Mahatma Gandhi, he took part in the Indian Independence Movement
and became an activist in many fields. During the most significant stage of his career, the
need for major changes in society arose amongst Indian intelligentsia. Although Karanth
belonged to an orthodox Brahmin community, he openly stood up against the rigidity of
Brahmanism and many traditional practices. He therefore devoted a significant part of his
literary output to mirroring the tragic conditions of the lowest strata of Indian society.
Karanth often emphasised the injustice of the caste system and the necessity of changing
the attitude towards Dalits. The paper focuses on one of his best-known novels, whose
original title is Comana dudi. It was first published in 1933. The novel tells the tragic story
of an untouchable bonded-labourer, who struggles with many difficulties due to his social
status. It not only emphasises the urge for changes in Indian society, but also openly criti-
cises the Brahmins, and the conviction of their superior position in society. The novel was
recently (2017) translated into Sanskrit. Therefore, the language which used to be reserved
for the elites of Indian society and used to maintain the traditional social hierarchy is now
employed to criticise them. This fact shows that the social changes are still outgoing, puts
Sanskrit in the new role of a medium of reform and raises question about its position in
modern Indian society.

Keywords: modern Sanskrit, translation into Sanskrit, Dalit literature, Shivaram Karanth,
Kannada literature, Choma’s Drum.



MarTtaA KaRCZ

1. Introduction

Comana dudiis one of the most classic novels in Kannada literature. It was written
by Kota Shivaram Karanth and published in 1933. It was translated into Hindi
and English in 1978. The film based on this novel (with a script written by Shiva-
ram Karanth himself) was released in 1975. And yet, in 2017, a translation into
Sanskrit by Anantha Padmanabha Shastry called Comasya dhakka was published
by Manipal University Press. One may and should ask why? Both Hindi and Eng-
lish are more frequently spoken languages than Sanskrit. The latter, according to
the 2001 census was spoken (as a mother tongue as well as a second or third lan-
guage) by 0.49% percent of the Indian population. On the contrary, English and
Hindi are the two official languages of the Government of India. Therefore, trans-
lating Choma’s drum into Sanskrit to spread it further seems pointless. However,
this difficult task was undertaken and completed. Hence there must have been an-
other reason behind this enterprise. Perhaps the aim of this publication was some-
thing other than simply translating words from one language into another.

While discussing the translation of Choma’s drum into Sanskrit, it is im-
portant to mention the author of this novel. Shivaram Karanth was a true revolu-
tionist and activist. He showed by his own example that even people from the most
rigid and orthodox communities can be progressive and open to change.

2. Kota Shivaram Karanth

Kota Shivaram Karanth is unquestionably one of the most important and influen-
tial figures in the contemporary history of Karnataka. He is frequently called Ka-
dala tirada Bhargava, which means ‘the Parasurima of the seashore’’. The west
coast of the Indian subcontinent is believed to be the creation of Paragurima, who
threw his battle axe into the sea®. Moreover, Shivaram Karanth also shaped the
modern Karnataka in many ways’. Karanth was not only a novelist but a true

1. Ramacandran 2001, 2.

2. According to the version of this story from the Mahabharata, the land created by Parasurima
was the Konkan coast. The Udupi district — Karanth’s homeland — belongs to this region. However,
in some later texts, Kerala is claimed to be the land raised from the sea by Parasurima. For more
information about this legend and its various versions presented in different textual sources, see Vi-
elle 2014.

3. One would say that there is also another reason to compare Karanth with Paragurima. They
were both Brahmins, and both did not act according to the norms for this social class.
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polymath. He was also a poet, playwright, social activist, thinker, journalist, musi-
cian, and a Yakshagana® artist. In total, he published an awe-inspiring number of
417 books, including 47 novels, 31 plays, 9 encyclopaedias, 13 books on arts, 2
volumes of poems and 40 books for children. Shivaram Karanth received many
prestigious awards, among which the most important are the Jnanpith Award, Sa-
hitya Academy Award, Pampa Award and the Swedish Academy Award. In 1968
he received the Padma Bhushan, the third-highest civilian award in the Republic
of India, even though notlong after he returned it in protest against the emergency
imposed by Indira Gandhi in 1975,

Shivaram Karanth was born in 1902 in Kota near Udupi in Karnataka. He
came from an orthodox and traditional community of Kota Brahmins®. During
the time of his youth, India began to change. The need arose amongst Indian in-
telligentsia to create an independent country and to bring about major changes in
society. As a young man, he was inspired by the thoughts of Mahatma Gandhi and
he dropped out of college in order to fully devote himself to the Non-cooperation
Movement. Despite his family’s objections, Karanth was engaged in the struggle
for independence of India as well as for changes in Indian society. He started to
educate people about hygiene, health and the harms of superstitions, alcoholism,
and prostitution. The atmosphere of those times influenced not only Karanth’s
activities as a social reformer, but also as a writer. He openly stood up against the
discrimination against Dalits and the caste system, which is demonstrated not only
in his books and articles, but also by his own example.

Shivaram Karanth’s life is definitely situated in liminal space. He was not only
a Brahmin who fought for the rights of Dalits, but even though he belonged to the
highest social strata, he also suffered because of the caste system. In 1936 he mar-
ried Leela Alva, a girl belonging to the Bunt” community. The inter-caste marriage

4. Traditional South Indian form of theatre, which originated from the Udupi region in Kar-
nataka, it combines unique music, dance, stage techniques and costumes. Dr Shivaram Karanth was
one of the greatest populators of this form of theatre. Apart from many articles, he wrote two books
on this subject.

5. Ranganatha Rao 2004, 5.

6. Kota Brahmins form a sub-caste concentrated mostly around Kota village, in the Udupi re-
gion in South Karnataka. They are followers of the smarra tradition. They consider their family deity
— Ugranarasimha as their only guru. Despite living for many generations in a region called Tulu
Nadu, where the most commonly spoken language is Tulu, they use a variant of Kannada. Cf. Ab-
hishankar 1973, 108-110; Siraj 2012, 178-179.

7. Bunts are an Indian caste traditionally living on the south coast of Karnataka. In the north
part of South Karnataka they are also known as Nadavas. Although they originate from a former
military class, their traditional occupation is agriculture and they are the chief landowners in the
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caused an outburst of anger in the traditional and rigid local society. Karanth and
his wife were ridiculed and despised in person, as well as in the press. He even sued
one of those journalists for defamation and won a case against him®.

3. Choma’s Drum

Choma’s Drum is one of the most important works by Shivaram Karanth. The
book tells the story of Choma’ — a widowed Dalit from a Mari Holeya' caste, who
lives with his four sons and a daughter in south Karnataka. He is a bonded-laborer,
connected for generations to his landlord’s family. He therefore needs his master’s
permission to work anywhere else. Although he works hard in his landlord’s fields,
he can barely manage to support his family. He has two passions in his life — drink-
ing toddy, a local alcohol and playing his drum, which is the only way he can ex-
press his feelings. Choma also has a dream — to own or rent some land and to be
able to work it himself. However, it is not such a simple wish as it seems to be.
Local tradition forbids the members of low castes to farm land. It is believed that
this would cause the soil to become barren. He keeps asking his landlord for a strip
ofland, but his request is constantly rejected. However, Choma still hopes to fulfil
his dream and for this reason, he keeps a pair of bullocks he had found abandoned
in the forest.

In order to pay his debts, Choma sends his two sons to work on a distant coffee
estate. Neither returns home — one dies of cholera and the other converts to Chris-
tianity, marries a Christian girl and abandons his family. Choma therefore sends
his daughter to the estate to work to help him pay his debts. The girl is abused by
the owner of the plantation and one of his workers. One day, after being raped,

region. Bunts are the second class in the social hierarchy after Brahmins. They follow the aliya-san-
tana — matrilineal system of property inheritance. The community is divided into 93 clans and into
52 balis. Cf. Bhat 1998, 212; Siraj 2012, 179.

8. Ramacandran 2001, 15.

9. Lapply the anglicised form of the hero’s name, in accordance with the English title of this
novel (English translation by U. L. Kalkur, 1978).

10. Mari Holeya is a subdivision of the Holeya community, who were considered as untouch-
ables and the lowest class in the social hierarchy of Karnataka. The other important groups among
Holeyas are Pombada, Bakuda or Mundala, Koragar and Nalke — the group with the lowest position
even among other Holeyas. Holeyas worship a village deity Mariyamma and Bhiitas. Most of them
follow the aliya-santina— matrilineal system of inheritance. Gurikas — the heads of the castes perform
all rituals for them. During festivals, Holeyas play their traditional instruments — drums called dAud:.
Bhat 1998, 26; Siraj 2012, 182-183.
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she is told that the debt is paid off and that she can return home. In the meantime,
Choma loses his youngest son. The boy drowns while bathing in the river. Alt-
hough there are plenty of people around, no one helps him because it is forbidden
to touch an avarpa man. Only one young Brahmin is ready to help him, however,
he is stopped by the others. In this tragic scene, Karanth gives his readers a glimmer
of hope, showing that the younger generation is willing to change cruel traditions,
but is currently restrained by the elders.

Choma also considers converting to Christianity which would give him an
opportunity to escape the caste system. What is more, he would receive a strip of
land from the missionaries. This fact convinces him and he sets off for a church.
However, on the way, he starts to hesitate. He is truly devoted to his deity Pan-
jurli'' and feels that this would be betraying him. Moreover, Choma does not want
to escape from his Dalit identity, he wants to be respected and treated with dignity
for who he is. He therefore returns home, but as he enters his hut, he discovers that
his daughter has been having an affair with a worker from the estate. Enraged, he
throws her out, chases his pair of bullocks away and locks himself inside his hut.
Then he gets drunk and plays furiously on his drum till the morning, when he dies.

4. General Remarks on Dalit Literature

Dalit literature is an important stream of Indian writing present in most Indian
languages, as well as in English. There are two approaches related to what can be
called with this therm. According to an earlier formulation, it was the literature
concerning Dalits and their lives. The second and more recent approach restricts
this term to theliterature written about Dalits, by Dalits, and with Dalit conscious-
ness'%.

Dalit literature emerged after India’s independence, when education and
democratic ideas, reached many strata of Indian society. Humanistic ideas, such as
equality, liberty, fraternity, and justice, spread among the nation. At the same time,
discriminatory and unjust rules continued to exist in Indian society. It fuelled the
teelings of dissatisfaction, injustice, and pain among the lowest social strata. Nu-
merous people, who hoped that with independence and the new constitution,

11. Panjurli is one of the most important bhiras worshipped in the southern region of Karna-
taka. He is imagined in various forms from a raging wild boar to a princely deity riding a boar. Cf.
Dallapiccola 2007, 55.

12. Limbale 2004, 19.
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problems such as poverty and inequality would be solved, were disappointed.
Thus, the educated Dalit youth wanted to express their anger against the estab-
lished unjust social order in their literature™.

Dalit writers broke with Hindu culture and tradition, as closely connected to
the caste system, which caused their ancestors to be deprived of power, property,
and position. The fundamental purpose of Dalit authors is to inform about social
injustice and inspire social transformation. Hence, numerous writers reject tradi-
tional aesthetics and think that their literature should be rather analysed from a
sociological perspective. Dalit writers do not write to entertain or please the reader,
but rather to inform him about the injustice and suffering and induce an urge for
changes in society. A common feature of Dalit works is that they are often created
based on the personal experiences of their authors. Writers stress aspects of society,
which should be revolted against and rejected. They react bitterly to Sanskrit liter-
ature, especially to Hindu religious works, because they supported the caste system
or portrayed the lower groups of society in a wrong way. They rarely employ reli-
gious symbols and references, and if they do, they usually deconstruct them and
give them a new message and purpose*.

S. Choma’s Drum as Liminal Novel

Not only can Karanth’s life be described as situated in liminal space, but the same
would apply to his novel. In actual fact, it is not clear if Choma’s drum can be
called Dalit literature: Choma’s Drum can be regarded as an example of Dalit lit-
erature, only according to the earlier approach, above mentioned. However, the
fact of translating this novel into Sanskrit places it in a more ambiguous colloca-
tion. A preface written in Sanskrit by Dr. Bannanje Govindacarya has been added
to the Sanskrit translation of Choma’s drum. He also raises the issue of the situa-
tion of Dalits and the monopolism of the Sanskrit language.

Dr. Bannanje Govindacarya is a Sanskrit scholar from Udupi, Karnataka, who has
also done much work in the field of popularising Sanskrit literature and Sanskrit
as a language. Apart from being a specialist in Indian philosophy, he is the author
of the translations of many important Sanskrit works into Kannada. These include
Kilidasa’s Abhijainasikuntalam, Stidraka’s Mrcchakatika and Bhavabhuti’s Ur-
taramacharita. Dr. Bannanje Govindacarya is also the coauthor of the scripts for

13. Ibid. 23-25.
14. Ibid. 30-39.

292



ON THE THRESHOLD OF SOCIAL CHANGES

two films, both directed by G. V. Iyer, Adi Shankarachararya'® and Madh-
vacharya". Both films concentrate on narrating the life story of two important In-
dian philosophers. The first of the two is noteworthy as it is the first film in Indian
cinema history to be made in Sanskrit and Dr Bannanje Govindacarya is the author
of its dialogues. He is therefore undoubtedly a pioneer in the popularisation of the
Sanskrit language in contemporary India. It can be assumed that the project of
translating Karanth’s novel into Sanskrit was very close to his views and interests.

In the preface to the Sanskrit translation to Comana dudi, Dr. Bannanje Go-
vindacarya mentions the problems of the miserable situation of Dalits at the be-
ginning of the 20" century and the importance of Karanth’s book. He also praises
the Sanskrit translator of Comana dudi, Kokkada Anantapadmanabha Shastry
and comments on the translating issues the latter had to tackle during his work. In
the penultimate paragraph of the preface, Dr. Bannanje Govindacarya raises the
issue of the popularisation of Sanskrit among every class of Indian society:

gairvani vani brihmanim svam it kecana panditamanino bhartya
vibabhramuh / distya seyam bhasi samprati comasyapi bhisa babhuva / yasya
kasyapi visayasya jatiparicchinnatayaiva parimarso “dhunatananam cintakinim
ajayur amayah / kim karapiyam? etidrsinam rujiya nasty ausadham / etidrksu
niksiptacaksur upanisad evam ujjughosa — avidyiyimantare vartaminih
svayam dhirih panditammanyamanih / dandramyamanih pariyantd mudha
andhenaiva niyamana yathandhah //'.

“Divine speech is Brahmins’ property” — some Indians, who considered them-
selves as learned, said these words. Luckily now this language has become
Choma’s language. The consideration of any issue through the caste division is

15. Ganapathi Venkataramana Iyer (1917-2003) was an Indian director, screenwriter, actor
and film producer from Karnataka, known also as ‘Kannada Bheeshma’. He is best known for being
the first director to make a movie in Sanskrit — Adi Shankarachararya(1983). In 1993 he directed his
second film in Sanskrit — Bhagavad Gita.

16. The Sanskrit film Adi Shankaracarya tells the story and teachings of an 8*century philoso-
pher Adi Sar’lkaricirya. It was received very well and won four awards at the 31* National Film
Awards — the most notable and prestigious award ceremony in India. It received awards in the fol-
lowing categories: Best Film, Best Screenplay, Best Cinematography and Best Audiography. The film
was produced by the National Film Development Corporation of India — an institution founded to
support Indian Cinema and improve its quality. It is subject to the Ministry of Information and
Broadcasting of the Government of India.

17. The Kannada film Madhavacarya tells the history and teachings of a 13"-century Hindu
philosopher Madhavicarya. It won the National Award for the Best Music Director.

18. Govindacarya 2017, VIIL This verse comes from Katha Upanisad1.2.5
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a non-medical sickness of modern thinkers. But what is to be done? For this
kind of people there is no cure for [their] disease: The Upanishadic “eye
opener” proclaimed to them:

«Living among ignorance, considering themselves as wise and learned men,
confused people run to and fro and go round, just like blind men led by a blind

man»".

These words show that Dr. Bannanje Govindacarya is clearly against any re-
strictions toward using and learning Sanskrit. According to him, it should not be
limited to any group and even people of low origin, in terms of the caste system,
like Choma, should be able to claim it as their own cultural and historical back-
ground. He offers very harsh words for those who claim their right to monopolise
Sanskrit and keep the restrictions of the caste system in modern Indian society. At
the same time, he admits, that there are some people who deny this to people from
lower social strata.
At the end of the preface Dr. Bannanje Govindacarya expresses a hope:

nirmatsarindm satim sriman sistri priyo bhavati/ vidya ca vinayasca tam paras-
param spardhamandv iva bhusayatah /abhivardhatim girvainabhasiposani
sahityavarivasyd tasyabhikspam / abhivardhatim samskreabharati iti sam /.

Dear Mister gastry is one of the unselfish and honest people. Knowledge and
discipline as if competing with each other adorn him. May his devotion to lit-
erature that nourishes the Sanskrit language constantly increase. May Sanskrit

speech prosper happily.

Dr. Bannanje Govindacarya empbhasises that a project such as this translation is
very beneficial for Sanskrit, it enriches this language and shows new possibilities
for it to last and thrive in the modern world.

In the Sanskrit translation of Comana dudi, there is also a short introduction
written by its translator, Kokkada Ananta Padmanabha Shastry. In this preface, he
summarises the plot of the novel and reveals some interesting facts about the pro-
ject of translating it.

19. All the translations from Sanskrit are mine unless otherwise stated.
20. Govindacarya 2017, VIII.
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prayah trayastrimsadvarsebhyah purvam aham sii sivarimakirantit comana
dudi kddambarim® anuvadayitum anumatim prirthatavan / so vadar “anu-
matim dasyami, tim kah prakatikarisyati”iti/ aham anuvadam kreavan />.

Perhaps thirty-three years ago I asked Mr. Shivaram Karanth for permission to
translate the novel Comana dudi. He said: “I will give permission to the one,
who presents it”. T have translated it.

Kokkada Ananta Padmanabha Shastry reveals that Shivarama Karanth knew
about his intention to translate this novel. Unfortunately, he died before the trans-
lator finished his task and the author was unable to approve it himself. However,
Kokkada Ananta Padmanabha Shastry pursued his intention and found a way to
publish his work.

6. Translation of Choma's Drum into Sanskrit and the Dalit Identity

Sanskrit has always had a special place on the linguistic map of India. It became the
language of refined and sophisticated elites, literature, religion, and science. As
a “language of gods”, it was closely connected to religious practices. It was a uni-
versal medium for exchanging thoughts, knowledge, and expressing emotions be-
tween speakers of different vernacular languages. Thousands of manuscripts con-
cerning very different subjects were created in Sanskrit — a great number of them
have still to be published. It also became a language of politics and as such travelled
to the courts of Southeast Asia and some parts of Central Asia. From the beginning
of the common era to the 14" century, inscriptions in Sanskrit were spread all over
India and beyond. This so-called “public poetry” occurred in the area between Ka-
bul and Java. These inscriptions not only had a political character, but also a poetic
value and they belong to the history of Sanskrit poetry, too™.

At the beginning of the second millennium, vernacular languages grew as lit-
erary languages and started to challenge Sanskrit in this field as well as in that of
politics. However, the importance of “the language of Gods” still was and is huge.
It remains the language of rituals and its literature has never ceased to be created.
Modern poets’ works concern many subjects which are not typical for traditional
kavya. Through the centuries, Sanskrit, although it was hardly anyone’s mother

21. The use of the word kddambariin the sense of a novel is noteworthy here.
22. Anantha Padmanabha Shastry 2017, X.
23. Pollock 1995.

295



MarTtaA KaRCZ

tongue, was constantly developing. It interacted with other languages and literary
cultures of India influencing them and, vice versa, was enriched by them. That is
why Sanskrit has become an important element of culture also in South India.
Today Hindi is the most-spoken language in India. However, the efforts to
make it the national language or the only official language of India have never suc-
ceeded. Each attempt to impose Hindi on the whole of India evoked large and vi-
olent protests in southern states. South Indians were and still are afraid that their
culture and their role in the country would be diminished. They therefore objected
even to the introduction of making the learning of Hindi compulsory in all schools
in India. However, such attempts are constantly being made. The last one hap-
pened in 2019, when Bharatiya Janata Party proposed the draft education policy
recommending the use of a three-language formula from the primary schools on-
wards. The three-language formula was adopted by the India Parliament in 1968,
however, it was not introduced in Tamil Nadu. This state follows two language
policy, according to which Tamil and English are compulsory taught in schools.
The three-language formula project involves teaching Hindi, English and one
other modern Indian language in the Hindi-speaking states. In the non-Hindi
speaking states, Hindi learning was proposed to be made mandatory besides a re-
gional language and English. The proposal of introducing it caused an instant up-
roar in Tamil Nadu?®*. Therefore, there is a rather reluctant attitude towards Hindi
in South India. As far as Sanskrit is concerned the situation is very different. In
fact, a trend to make Sanskrit films has recently emerged in South India. Since 2015
numerous Sanskrit films have been made in India, most of them in Kerala®.
Interestingly, nowadays English seems to be the modern lingua franca of In-
dia but it is the mother tongue of hardly any Indians. However, contrary to San-
skrit, it was never associated with a particular religion or caste and there were no

24. Mariappan 2020.

25. After the Bhagavadgitiby G. V. Iyer was released in 1993, there were no new films in San-
skrit until 2015. Then a film called Priyamanasam directed by Vinod Mankara based on the life of
an 18"-century poet from Kerala named Unnayi Variyar was released. In 2016 the audience saw an-
other Sanskrit film Zshz; which is the first Sanskrit film to deal with a social theme. It tells the story
of a family of Nambudiri Brahmins and criticises their orthodox and patriarchal traditions. One year
later, the film Anurakhtiwas announced as the first Sanskrit film with song and shot in 3D, and the
film Suryakantha was advertised as the first Sanskrit film set in contemporary times. 2019 brought
another Sanskrit movie: Madhurasmitham — the first Sanskrit film for children. It was based on the
book Wings of Fire: An Aurobiography of A. P. J. Abdul Kalam - autobiography of Avul Pakir
Jainulabdeen Abdul Kalam the 11" president of India. In 2020 Punyakoti was made — the first ani-
mated Sanskrit film. A number of recently released films in Sanskrit, along with the variety of subjects
presented in them, show that the trend of making Sanskrit films is growing.
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restrictions in learning it. As Salman Rushdie noticed: «After spending quite some
time in South India, I've become convinced that English is an essential language in
India, not only because of its technical vocabularies and the international commu-
nication which it makes possible, but also simply to permit two Indians to talk to
each other in a tongue which neither party hates» *.

It must be also noted, that the Prime Minister of India Narendra Modi and
his administration give great importance to promote and revive Sanskrit in India.
The Prime Minister in his speeches often has stressed the cultural importance of
this language. Ever since the BJP came to power in 2014 there has been an empbhasis
on learning Sanskrit at all levels of education. Special emphasis is placed on pre-
senting it as the language of science and learning, suitable also for speaking about
modern technology”’. In 2020 three Sanskrit universities have been upgraded to
the status of central university by the Indian Parliament. What is more, Sanskrit is
perceived by Hindutva activists as «a symbol for unifying Hindus around Hin-
dutva»*. It is significant, that Hindutva is not interested in Sanskrit as a medium
of ancient literature, but rather considers it as a device to promote a Hindu su-
premacist agenda®.

But there is also another “liminal factor” which should be stressed in connec-
tion with the translation of Comana dudi. Sanskrit has always been a language of
the religious, intellectual and political elites and never a language of the masses.
The privilege to learn and speak it was determined by one’s birth. Being at the very
bottom of the caste system, Dalits were excluded from any chance of gaining
knowledge of it and participating in its culture. They were prohibited from learn-
ing it, because it was believed that their impurity would affect and injure the power
of the Sanskrit words™. In practice it was limited to twice-born men (from an up-
per strata of society)*'. But thanks to this translation, Dalit literature or, more pre-
cisely, a novel about Dalits aspires to the realm of Sanskrit culture. In the past such
aspirations of Dalits were hardly possible.

Translating Choma'’s drum into Sanskrit, which is still regarded as the lan-
guage of gods, the language of high culture and the language of elites was not mo-
tivated by a will to promote this novel. It was done rather to achieve other mostly
symbolical goals. The first of these is to give Dalits the right to fully participate in

26. Rushdie 1991, 65.

27. Vajpeyi 2016, 49-50.

28. Truschke 2020, 6

29. Ibid.

30. Doniger 2014, 510.

31. Ramaswamy 1999, 339-381.

297



MarTtaA KaRCZ

Indian culture and history. Sanskrit is undoubtedly an essential element in both of
them. Thus, as already noticed, Sanskrit works were not greatly appreciated by Da-
lit writers. On the contrary, Sanskrit literature was considered as a means to legiti-
mize the system of oppression against them. They often reject the Sanskritised cul-
ture and Hindu tradition.

Translation such novel into Sanskrit shows that every stratum of Indian soci-
ety is equally entitled to use this language and there is nothing wrong when Dalits
use it. In fact, giving Dalits the right to speak the language which was regarded as
belonging to Brahmins has stressed that both groups should be viewed as equal.

Nowadays Dalits are allowed to learn Sanskrit, but it is still not easy for them.
The autobiographical essay 7he story of My ‘Sanskrit’ by Kumud Pawde tells
about her struggle to learn this language. Born in 1938 to a poor family of Dalit
labourers inspired by Ambedkar, she was encouraged to attend school and learn
Sanskrit in spite of the discrimination and humiliation she faced. Pawde managed
to complete her MA studies in Sanskrit and wanted to work as a teacher. However,
because of her Dalit origins, she heard many times that she could not teach San-
skrit. She remained unemployed until her inter-caste marriage, when she changed
her surname™. Although she became a role model and inspiration for many, there
are still cases of Dalit children who are not accepted in the Sanskrit school because
of their caste®.

As Sheldon Pollock noticed «We may unhesitatingly grant the premise that
classical culture, Sanskrit for example, offers at one and the same time a record of
civilization and a record of barbarism, of extraordinary inequality and other social
poisons»™*. For centuries laws responsible for the discrimination and underprivi-
leged situation of Dalits were based on Sanskrit texts, to which only members of
upper classes had access. Deprived of the right to even learn this language, Dalits
were efficiently excluded from taking part in this discourse. In the same paragraph,
Pollock suggested a possible way to change this situation: «You cannot simply go
around a tradition to overcome it, if that is what you wish to do; you must go
through it. You only transform a dominant culture by outsmarting it»**. In my
opinion, translating a novel exposing the miserable situation of Dalits and the need
for change into Sanskrit is exactly a way to “outsmart tradition”. The language that
used to be a carrier of harmful customs and traditions, through this book became

32. Pawde 1994, 24-34.
33. Sunar 2019.

34. Pollock 2011, 39.
35. Pollock 2011, 39.
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a language fighting against them. Comana dud;'s translation stands exactly on the
border between caste divisions, engaged literature and the poetic search for a new
means of expression, such a characteristic feature of Sanskrit poetry.

In ancient and early medieval India Sanskrit was the language of science, reli-
gion, politics and therefore the majority of the most important works for Indian
culture were written in it. Even outside India it was used in the royal courts.
Thanks to Sanskrit, texts gained more importance and prestige. Therefore, the
translation of Choma’s drum into Sanskrit may be considered as giving more em-
phasis to this book and its message — the fight against the discrimination of Dalit.
Is this needed in modern India, when the caste system is legally banished? One
might think that the situation of Dalits has remarkably improved since 1933 when
Choma’s drum was published. In fact, the Indian constitution outlaws the dis-
crimination of Dalits as well as the practise of untouchability. In 1989 another law
was introduced to protect them from offence. However, recent reports show that
caste discrimination in India still exists. Nowadays, discrimination against Dalits
has decreased in urban regions and public sphere. While some Dalits are success-
tully integrated into Indian society in cities, where caste origin is less visible, the
discrimination continues to persist in rural areas and private sphere. In Villages,
caste origin is more obvious and Dalits frequently remain excluded from local re-
ligious life, although some evidence indicates that this exclusion is decreasing™.

According to the 2011-2012 survey, 27% of Indians did practise untoucha-
bility in some form. The study shows that the attitude towards Dalits does not
depend on economic status. The group which is the most biased against Dalits are
Brahmins. However, discrimination is less common among educated families”.
Thus, there is still a need to promote equality among Indians and to educate peo-
ple about Dalits’ rights. Even if this translation is addressed to a very small group
of people, it is still a symbol showing that Dalits have a place in Indian society,
history and culture.

7. Conclusions
The translating of Choma’s drum into Sanskrit seems to really suit the values in

which Shivaram Karanth believed. As a social activist he promoted the need for
equal rights among all Indians. He was not scared of controversy and he did not

36. Dasgupta 2010.
37. Chishthi 2014.
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let traditions and harmful superstition stop him from his work or have an impact
on his personal life. Comasya dhakka may also be regarded as a controversial issue
by some rigid conservatives. However, it is precisely because of its revolutionary
character that it may have a chance to draw attention and make a difference.

The translation of Choma’s druminto Sanskrit also makes an impact on mod-
ern Sanskrit literature. Of course, Comasya dhakkais not the first translation from
other languages into Sanskrit. The adaptation of William Shakespeare’s dramas is
especially famous. However, Comasya dhakkastill shows new possibilities for con-
temporary writers. The novel is not a frequent genre among Sanskrit writing just
as the life of Dalits is not a common theme. This case proves that there are new
opportunities, which may be explored by contemporary Sanskrit authors.

The role of Sanskrit in modern India has been changed. Although it was used
as a tool to oppress Dalits, it has now been employed to promote equality among
Indians. In many cases it is still not available for the whole of society, but it is no
longer a privilege reserved for particular groups. Comasya dhakka shows that San-
skrit is nowadays in the liminal state between a language that belongs to the elites
and a language available to all Indians who want to learn it and accept it as part of
their own heritage.
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Abstract

This article looks into two Bengali travelogues, Syed Mujtaba Ali’s Dese Bideseand Japine
by Annada Shankar Ray, to examine the identity transformation of travellers who under-
took journeys from India to other Asian countries in the mid-20" century. Both writers, a
Bengali Muslim in Afghanistan and a Bengali Hindu in Japan, find themselves in spaces
alien to them, but as they keep discovering common history, culture and values of Asian
societies they develop a strong sense of belonging. Encounters with people and historical
artefacts inspire them to reflect on their own cultural identity. The article argues that the
selected narratives can be read in the light of Pan-Asianism, a discourse that gained popu-
larity in India in the first half of the century, and that Pan-Asianism itself can be considered
an intellectual outcome of the liminal experience of societies undergoing rapid transfor-
mation during the fall of colonialism.

Keywords: Indian travel literature, Bengali travel literature, Pan-Asianism, liminality, Syed
Mujtaba Ali, Annada Shankar Ray.

1. Introduction

Throughout the 19" and most of the 20th century Western Europe remained the
most desired foreign destination for Indian travellers'. However, rising anti-colo-
nial sentiment made some eager to seck different routes or rediscover old ones.
Among such travellers were Syed Mujtaba Ali (Saiyed Mujtaba Ali) and Annada

1. Sen 2005, 6.
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Shankar Ray (Annadasankar Ray) who went to Afghanistan and Japan - countries
that at some point in history were closer geographically and culturally to India than
England or France, but which more recently had not been attracting similar
crowds of Indian visitors as Europe. This article will look into Ali’s travelogue Dese
Bidese (Home and abroad) and Ray’s Jipane (In Japane) to examine their chang-
ing attitude towards fellow Asians and the identity transformation the travellers
experience during their journeys. It will argue that the period when they wrote
their accounts, the mid-20™ century, can be identified as a liminal era when socie-
ties and individuals were forced to rethink their identities amid a rapidly changing
political landscape, driving some to embrace ideas such as Pan-Asianism.

The term liminality, initially used by Arnold van Gennep to analyse transition
rites in traditional societies, was later adapted by Victor Turner to examine various
cultural, social and political phenomena. Turner defines a liminal state as «betwixt
and between the positions assigned and arrayed by law, custom, convention and
ceremonial»?. In this transitional stage which leads to a change or transformation,
the liminal entities form «unstructured or rudimentarily structured and relatively
undifferentiated comitatus, community, or even communion of equal individu-
als». Recently Bjorn Thomassen proposed his typology of liminal situations* ar-
guing that the term can apply to experiences of single individuals, social groups
but also of entire nations or civilisations. They can happen in the timeframe of
moments, longer periods or epochs, in spaces as diverse as specific places, buffer

Zones or I‘CgiOI’lS.

2. Pan-Asianism in India

The fall of colonialism in Asia constituted a long political, economic and cultural
process, and although it might be considered an era of liberation and hope, it also
brought instability and insecurity. Borders shifted. Identities and loyalties were
questioned. Countries and individuals remained in the transition period. From
this liminal experience new visions of the world emerged to replace old ones. One
of them was Pan-Asianism, the ideology or discourse «claiming that Asia can be

2. Turner 1991, 95.
3. Ibid, 96.
4, Thomassen 2014, 90.
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defined and understood as a homogenous space with shared and clearly defined
characteristics»’.

One of the most influential Indian thinkers of this time to advocate for Asian
unity was Rabindranath Tagore, an outspoken critic of nationalism and imperial-
ism°. Fascination with Japan or China and in general with Indian influences in
Asia was a larger phenomenon among Bengali intellectuals in the early 20" cen-
tury’ but Tagore, with his numerous journeys across the continent, stood firmly
as the greatest champion of Pan-Asianism. He travelled to Japan, Persia, Iraq and
South-East Asia searching for a glimpse of shared cultural heritage, Ze. the legacy
of Buddhism and Hinduism in the East and South-East Asia®. He calls the journey
to Persia «my pilgrimage»’ claiming a common ancestry of Indians and Persians,
as well as acknowledging the contribution of Persians to the South Asian cultural
landscape.

Tagore elaborates on the future of the world in a number of his writings and
speeches, often focusing on the role of Asia in the new world order and envisaging
glorious years ahead. At the same time he firmly believes that he lives in an in-be-
tween period of historic shift. He writes in his letters from Persia in 1932:

Today we are born at the end of an epoch in the history of humanity. Perhaps
in the drama of Europe the scene is being changed for the fifth act of the play.
Signs of an awakening in Asia have slowly spread from one end of the horizon
to the other. [...]. If the new age has indeed come to Asia, then let Asia give voice

to it in the own special idiom of civilisation™®.

However, for Asia to succeed in the future, it must look back at and learn from its
distant past, ancient times, when all the regions of the continent remained con-
nected and lived peacefully, exchanging ideas and goods. India must work towards
the re-establishment of this lost link'. In a speech in Singapore in 1927 Tagore
calls upon his fellow Asians to awake:

S. Stolte—Fischer-Tiné 2012, 65.
6.Sen 2010, 63-74.

7. Gooptu 2018, 200.

8. Bose 2011, 13-15.

9. Tagore 2003, 33.

10. Tagore 2010, 28-29.

11. Lahiri 2013, 140.
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We have our common interest in a new era of rejuvenation for this ancient con-
tinent whose children we both claim to be — a continent which once was the
cradle of great civilisations and the source of the streams of spiritual truth which
still feed the life of the greater part of the human world and therefore we in the
name of Mother Asia have come to lay our claim to you — the inheritors of a
luminously glorious past that has given to man profound systems of philosophy,
high codes of social and political ethics, a profuse wealth of inventions and cre-
ations of beauty that have their endless inspiration for all time to come. We have
come to ask you to awake into a full consciousness of the great personality of
your race and lead it to a future which will rescue Asia from its age-long humil-
fation of obscurity™.

Although undoubtedly an influential figure Tagore was not the first and not the
only Indian opinion-maker advocating for Asian unity. The discourse remained a
part of mainstream political thought in the interwar period, with India soon claim-
ing to be the leading force in the Pan-Asian movement". However vague or inco-
herent the ideology might be, it seemed appealing in this liminal era when the old
world order was crumbling.

3. Search for an Asian Identity in Bengali Travel Writing

Besides prominent figures like Tagore, other Indians travelled to Asian countries
and subsequently wrote their accounts of their journeys. As a young graduate Syed
Mujtaba Ali (1904-1974) worked as a teacher in a college in Kabul in the late
1920s. After spending a year and a half in Afghanistan, he later took more than a
decade to finalise his memoirs, published in 1948 as Dese Bidese (translated into
English as In a Land Far from Home). Annada Shankar Ray (1904-2002), a re-
nowned writer, attended an international literary conference in 1957 and extended
his stay to see a bit more of Japan. His book /Zpinewas released the following year.
Both travelogues are now considered Bengali travel writing classics™.

At first glance Afghanistan and Japan seem exotic to the travellers. Ali de-
scribes the Afghan landscape: «You would not be able to spot, even with the most
powerful binoculars, a single green leaf in this land through which we were travel-
ling. All you could see was thick turfs of burnt yellow dry grass on the rock faces,

12. Ibid., 151-152.
13. Stolte-Fischer-Tiné 2012, 75.
14. Rabbi 2013, 208.
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here and there»". Ray, on the other hand, is a bit afraid of typhoons and earth-
quakes'®. The language barrier is a challenge for Ray while Ali speaks Persian and
apart from a few awkward moments generally easily communicates with the Kabu-
lis.

However, both narratives are dominated not by the feeling of alienation but
by the sense of belonging. Ali and Ray mention common challenges facing their
homeland and the countries they visit such as the fight for political and cultural
recognition in the world and standing up to colonial powers or Europe more in
general. Ray invokes the Russo-Japanese war of 1905: «I was born in the year of
Japan-Russia war. It was Japan who won, but we too felt so proud. Have you seen
that? Asia defeated Europe!»". It is worth pointing out that the Japanese victory
gave a significant boost to the pan-Asian movement at the time'®. Later Ray adds
with pity: «Growing up I focused on the West, not on the East. I was thinking and
reading about America and Europe. I did not look eastward»". The changed con-
text of newfound independence requires one to become familiar with the rest of
the continent, he claims. Meanwhile Ali, leaves a couple of unfavourable com-
ments on the Europeans and especially the British in his account Ze., «You could
not explain the attitude of the British minister without mentioning this sense of
“snobbery” and the idea of “nobility”»*’. The image of Afghanistan he paints is of
a melting pot of Asia, where many cultural influences and ethnicities meet, and of
a country of fierce people who would not refrain from unimaginable violence if
attacked or invaded®. On the other hand, Ray emphasises that Japan was able to
stand up to the European powers because it succeeded in modernising itself eco-

nomically and culturally and emerged as one of the most successful countries in
the world*.

15. Ali 2015, 43. Ali 2018, 46: Ekhan bas yacche yekhan diye sekhan theke diabin diye tikileo
ekid patd paryanta cokhe pare na. Thakir madhye iche ekhine-okhine patharer gaye halde ghaser
patc.

16. Ray 1959, 5.

17 Ibid,, 11: Rusjapani juddha ye bachar hay se bachar amar janma. Japaner jaygarbe amrio
garbi hayechilum. Dekhcho to! Esiya hariye dila Iuropke!

18. Stolte—Fischer-Tiné 2012, 69.

19. Ray 1959, 12: Baya hate hate ami kintu pabamukho na haye pascimmukho haye uthi. Ta-
khan Amerikar katha bhabi, Iuroper katha pari. Pibadike tikaine.

20. Ali 2015, 243. Ali 2018, 213: Imrejer ei ‘abhijitye’, ef ‘snabiri’ chari anya kono kichu diye
Britis rajdater manobyrtir yuktiyukea artha kari yiy na.

21. Rabbi 2013, 208.

22. Ray 1959, 31.
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However, instead of elaborating on the wrongdoings of colonialism both au-
thors focus on how much Asians from different regions have in common. The
similarities they identify are of two kinds: shared history or cultural heritage and
common values and patterns of daily life. Forgotten routes and a mutual past
across Asia fascinate them. Mujtaba Ali explains to his readers: «The history of
Afghanistan’s north, meaning Balkh and Badakshan, was linked to Turkistan be-
yond Amu Daria river in Central Asia (Bakshu in Sanskrit); the western region of
Herat had connections with Iran; and the east, meaning Kabul and Jalalabad, was
intrinsically linked with India and Kashmir’s history»**. He picks various examples
of historical figures, events and cultural phenomena to prove his argument: Alex-
ander the Great, Gandhara art, Buddhism, Islam and above all Emperor Babur
whose memoirs he reads on the way. He criticises Indian historians for «putting a
big full stop» at one point of the common past of the regions and ignoring the
Muslim heritage in India*. Although Ali identifies as Muslim, he considers all el-
ements of South Asian cultural heritage his own. And this is clearly shown in his
recollection of an Indian concert in Kabul:

In a booming voice he sang, “Jawan shawam. I will be young again, I will regain
my youth if only I get a kiss”. The room was filled with mad dancing - I could
see Shiva dancing with Parvati, breaking his meditation. One boom after an-
other — “Jawan Shawam, jawan shawam”. That was not the old man with his
sitar, it was like the Mongol dancers who were jumping, drawing lines in the air
with their legs, thrusting our their chests, creating a whirlpool with their long
hair. I saw Shah Jahan coming out of the Taj Mahal with Mumtaz, holding
hands. They were young again, ending their centuries of separation®.

23. Ali 2015, 87. Ali 2018, 84-85: Aphganisthaner uttar bhag arthar Balkh-Badakhsiner itihas
ear sinanta nadi Amudariyar (Grik Aksus, samiskrea Baksu) oparer Turkisthaner sarige, paschimbhag
arthar Hirar afical Iriner sarige, purbabhig arthar Kabul Jalilibid Khas Bharatbarsa o Kasmirer
itihaser sarige mise giye nana yuge nind raz dhareche.

24. Ali 2015, 89.

25. Ali2015, 138. Ali 2018, 122: Hunkar diye geye uthlen, Joyan saom. T3hale ami joyan haba
- ekti cumban pele luptu yauban phire paba’, Sabhasthal yena tindab nrtye bhare urhla — dekhi San-
kar yena tapasya Sese Pirbatike niye unmatta nrtye mete uthechen. Hunkirer par hunkar — Joyan
Saom’, joyin saom’. Kothay brddha setirer ustad — dekhi sei joyin marigol. Laph diye tin har upare
uthe sunye du-pa diye ghanghan dheri karche, ar du-har mele buk cetiye marha pichane chire kilo
babri culer abarter ghurni ligiyeche. Dekhi Tijmahaler darji diye beriye elen Sah yjahan ar Mameaj hir
dharidhari kare. Nabin prin, natun yauban phire peyechen, satabdir bicched Ses hayeche.
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And finally, the way in which he bids farewell to Afghanistan is a testament to how
diverse Ali’s identity is. Visiting the grave of Emperor Babur, a man born in Uz-
bekistan, who died in India and was buried in Kabul, Ali writes: «Standing next
to the tomb I always felt I was visiting the grave of an ordinary man, possibly even
a relative of mine»”. And there he recites for his symbolic forefather a poem by
Rabindranath Tagore followed by a verse from the Koran.

Annada Shankar Ray also wanders in time and across cultures during his jour-
ney to Japan. He describes his feelings during a visit to Horiyuji temple: «The bus
was moving towards the 7" century. From the past farther into the past. One more
step closer to India»*". Buddhist temples in Tokyo, Kyoto and Nara make him
realise how close Japan and India had been in the past. This leads him to conclude:
«Just like now what starts in Europe goes far beyond Europe, in the Ajanta period
what started in India went far to the north, south and east parts of Asia, just not

to the west»*,

He identifies other cultural similarities as well: to his surprise a
form of the caste system existed in Japan too” and wood print art reminds him of
Bengali patua paintings™.

Discovering and appreciating common cultural heritage and history consti-
tute a substantial part of both writers’ narratives and it can be considered the in-
tellectual side of the experience of togetherness. Equally significant for both trav-
ellers is the more private and sentimental side that comes from the observation of
everyday life and interactions with people. Syed Mujtaba Ali captures for example
how seasons and nature are different yet similar in both countries. «The spring in
this country could be compared with our monsoon. There, the parched earth
waited eagerly to flourish into a new life with the touch of early monsoon. Here
the earth went into a deep slumber in winter and opened her eyes with the first sun
of spring»*'. Roaming around the bazaars of Kabul also makes him feel at home.

26. Ali 2015, 276. Ali 2018, 242. Kabarer kiche dariye mane hay ami amari mato matir manus,
yena ek atmajaner samadhir kiche ese diriyechi.

27.Ray 1959, 114: Bis calla sapram satibdlite. Atita theke iro atite. Aro ek pd Bhararer dike.

28. Ibid., 118-119: Adhunik yuger prabiha yeman Iurope arambha haleo Iuropei ibaddha nay
temni Ajantar yug chila Bharar theke suru kare Esiyar uttare daksine pirbe prasirita, kintu pascime
simambita.

29. Ibid., 65.

30. Ibid,, 67.

31. Ali 2015, 199. Ali 2018, 175: Edese basanter sarige amader barsir tulani hay. Sekhine
grismakale dharani taprasayane pipasart haye pare thiken, asarhasya ye-kono dibasei hok indrapurir
nababarsan birti peye natun prine safjibita han.
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«People who had been to the old bazaars of Agra, Amritsar or Benaras, would
know what they look like»**, he claims.

The truly emotional experience of unity for both travellers comes from the
intimate relationships they manage to form with local people. Mujtaba Ali makes
alot of friends but one very particular bond he has is with his servant Abdur Rah-
man who stays by his side from the beginning to the end. «In festivity, in celebra-
tion, in famine, in revolution and if I consider the last farewell as the funeral, then
Abdur Rahman joined me at my funeral too»*. In Japan Ray travels in time visit-
ing Buddhist shrines but the pivotal moment of his narrative comes when he stays
at the house of a local teacher, Mr Todo, and his family in Kyoto. He enjoys their
hospitality, observes their daily routine and is astonished to hear mantras as they
pray together*. Nowhere has he felt so close to Japan and at home than at Mr
Todo’s house. He states: «When one heart is drawn towards another, all barriers
vanish. I have loved Japan and Japan has loved me»™*. He ends his stay in Kyoto
with a poem (printed in alocal newspaper according to the author). One of its lines
reads: «I suddenly came to the Land of the Rising Sun. I got love and went back
in love»®.

Such strong focus on the positive side of their experience does not make the
writers completely overlook cultural differences. However, some alien or incom-
prehensible elements of the local culture are presented as rationally explicable. Gei-
shas and their presence in public spaces leave Annada Shankar Ray feeling shocked
but he easily accepts the explanation that these are educated women who took up
the profession to support their families®”. Other differences are deemed to be
simply weird, funny or just a manageable annoyance. Ali’s servant’s behaviour pro-
vides material for many anecdotes. Ray finds the institution of taxi dancers in clubs
strange but amusing. And in the end, even the dangers of Kabul are downplayed
as a part of life.

32. Ali 2015, 117. Ali 2018, 106: Amytsar, A_gré, Kisir puron bajar yari dekhechen, e bajarer
gathan tader bujhiye balte habe na.

33. Ali 2015, 303. Ali 2018, 266: Utsabe, byasane, durbhikse, ristrabiplabe ebam ei sese
bidiyke yadi smasin bali tabe Abdur Rahman smasine imake kidh dila.

34. Ray 1959, 137.

35. Ibid,, 139. Hrhay yakhan hrday tine takhan muhirte sab badha sare yay. Japinke ami
bhalobesechi, Japan amike bhilobeseche.

36. Ibid., 179: Suryodayer dese// hathat,ami ese// bhilobasi pelem ebam // gelem bhalobese.

37. Ibid, 29;71.
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4. Conclusions

Travel is almost by definition a liminal experience. A traveller leaves his native land
and culture, spends time in an unfamiliar environment, often facing difficulties on
the road. And then he/she is reintegrated with society, although generally as a
changed person. Both travelogues presented here, Dese Bidese by Syed Mujtaba
Ali and Jipane by Annada Shankar Ray, touch upon the issue of transformation
experienced as a result of travel. This is directly articulated in the latter as Ray re-
flects about his changing worldview and attitude towards Japan. He even goes as
far as to declare that the journey made him an advocate for stronger ties between
Asian societies: «We need to build bridges between India and Japan, [professor]
Shinya Kasugai told me. Most probably I won’t be able to build bridges but cer-
tainly could form bonds»**. Syed Mujtaba Ali avoids such unequivocal state-
ments. Nevertheless, the final scene of his travelogue is profoundly emotional. He
looks out of the plane window and sees the unmistakable figure of his servant:
«His turban was dirty, as we did not have any soap for such a long time. But I felt
Abdur Rahman’s turban was whiter than the snow and whitest of all was Abdur
Rahman’s heart»>*. Ali had to flee Afghanistan due to an eruption of political
violence, but he leaves the reader with an expression of love for the country and its
people.

As this article demonstrates the selected travelogues of Bengali writers who
travelled to other Asian countries in the mid-20™ century have a strong Pan-Asian
message. They are accounts of men in the liminal situation of travel but also indi-
viduals living in the liminal era, in the in-between of two political world orders,
when Pan-Asianism was flourishing, providing an alluring vision for the future.
And although the authors refrain from mentioning the ideology or those who ad-
vocated for it, their travelogues seem very much at one with the spirit of the epoch.

38. Ibid., 64. Setu bidhte habe Bharater sarige Japaner, balechilen imake 5‘1'171)}5 Kisugai. Seru
badhte parba na hayro, kintu rakhi bhite parba.

39. Ali 2015, 303. Ali 2018, 266: Bahudin dhare siban chila na bale Abdur Rahmaner pagri
mayla. Kintu iamar mane hala caturdike barapher ceye subhratar Abdur Rahmaner pagri ar subhra-
tam Abdur Rahmaner hrday.
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Abstract

The study deals with the sculpture images of cave complexes located mainly in Southern
India carved in the second half of the 1* millennium CE. The focus is on the cave temples
of Ellora, where temples of three religions are represented (Jain, Buddhist and Hindu). As
well, the images in the nearest Buddhist temples of Vakataka and Kalacuri (Ajanta and Au-
rangabad), and likewise the caves of the Calukya (Badami) and Pallava (Mamallapuram)
dynasties are investigated. The main purpose of celestial musicians — gandharvas, apsarases,
kimnaras, and bhitas / yaksas / ganas — depicted in a prabhimandala or in a spatial
mandala of a temple is to honour the object of worship: play heavenly music and bring
offerings. Nevertheless, being in the same space with the believer, celestial musicians meet
and accompany those who enter the temple and their images are placed in the important
focal points of the believer's path from the profane world to the sacral. Thus, saturated
with liminal images, the very space of a temple mandapa may be interpreted as the liminal
space, where spiritual transition takes place: the ascension of a believer from a profane to a
sacral space.

Keywords: gandharvas, apsarases, kimnaras, toranas, mudr, cave architecture, Ellora,
Ajanta.

1. Introduction

It is difficult to overestimate the role of music in Indian culture. Since ancient
times music has featured as an important component of religious practice for In-
dia’s different faiths. Celestial musicians are repeatedly mentioned in the literature,
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particularly the gandharvas, apsarases and kimnaras. These figures often appear in
the sculpture of the temples of the three religions of early medieval India — Hin-
duism, Jainism and Buddhism. What functions do celestial musicians have as lim-
inal beings? What are the differences between celestial musicians in the iconogra-
phy of Hinduism, Buddhism and Jainism? Where are these images located? What
new meaning might be perceived in these images if they are interpreted according
to Arnold van Gennep’s theory? This article tackles these questions, among others.
Cave temples provide excellent material for research, primarily because almost all
the images have been preserved in situ. In addition, the space of the cave temple is
a kind of liminal zone.

The tradition of cave architecture in India is unique. In no other part of the
world have so many large-scale monuments been carved completely out of rock.
More remarkably, the rock used is often very hard, such as basalt. Nonetheless,
these rock carvings include intricate architectural elements, sometimes bordering
on sculpture (for instance the Kailasanatha temple or the rarhas of Mamallapu-
ram). The boundaries between architecture and sculpture in the Indian tradition
are blurred, and often architectural elements are at once also sculptural figures.

The thousand years of the Indian tradition of cave architecture emerged sim-
ultaneously with the tradition of building in stone. The practice did not follow
strict rules, in this early period rules had not yet been formed and fixed. In many
ways the entire period of the existence of rock architecture was a time when tradi-
tions were in the process of being established, therefore the iconographic pro-
gramme of the cave temples is characterised by a great mobility. Yet, at the same
time it is also obvious that this architecture is rooted conceptually and at the se-
mantic level in the culture that came before it. In these temples one can see both a
reflection of doctrinal prescriptions and autochthonous mythological ideas. One
can read the attempts of the central government to influence local cults, yet at the
same time one can also find a reflection of the broader development of religious
ideas and ritual elements that characterised a particular time. All this is very vividly
reflected in the iconography of the threshold imagery of the temples. Of the wide
variety of threshold images, which are dvirapailas, nigas, yaksas, mithunas (or
maithunas), makaras, vyilas, etc., this article focuses on heavenly musicians as the
most ambiguous personages. Everybody knows that music has a great power to
transform spaces. Music always features at the beginning of the rituals that help a
person to cross the boundary between the sacral and the profane world in their
mind. And heavenly musicians depicted in the temple space play the same role.
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My research deals with the sculpture images of cave complexes located mainly
in Southern India which were carved in the second half of the 1% millennium CE
— from the 5" to the 9% century. This was the epoch of the rise of cave architecture
in India. The focus of this article is on the sculpture of the cave complex of Ellora,
because here there are temples of all the three religions — Jainism, Buddhism and
Hinduism. As well as the images of the nearest Buddhist temples of Vakatakas and
Kalacuris (Ajanta and Aurangabad), I also investigate the Hindu caves of Calukyas
of Badami and Pallavas in Mamallapuram. This set of monuments seems to me
the most representative: 1. It covers different dynasties of the early medieval pe-
riod; 2. They are royal monuments (meaning they were ordered by maharijas) and
they have the most developed sculptural programmes with a large number of ad-
ditional figures; 3. The iconography of the three main religions of early medieval
India are represented here. By this point the tradition of cave architecture had al-
ready been developing for a long time.

2. Citratoranas

As regards threshold images, I will focus on the semidivine musicians — the person-
ages of the citratoranas'. The frames of the doorways in the cave temples contain
many images, along with decorative ornamental design. When I speak about the
roranas, I mean not only the doorframes, but also the spatial roranas formed by
pillars and beams inside the columned hall, the mandapa, where the space is over-
shadowed by bracket figures. Thus, the roranas are understood in a broader sense.

The sacred space inside the cave temple has, as a rule, a hierarchical structure,
which is emphasised by the raising of the floor level and the creation of additional
portals — roranas. The images depicted on “these” roranas are the same as those
that meet the adept at the very threshold of the temple, accompanying him
throughout his journey inside the temple. If we consider the classic type of cave
temple, it usually has a square or rectangular plan. Its entrance hall, the ardha-
mandapa, is usually delimited from the profane space by a colonnade or a row of
pillars decorated with numerous figures. As a rule, there is also a developed bracket
sculptural group similar to the capital of the “Indian type” (the largest bracket fig-
ures are characteristic of the cave temples of the Early Calukyas dynasty of VI-VII
CE). After passing through the central doorway, a person enters the mandapa — a

1. Acharya 1946, 216-222.

321



DARYA VOROBYEVA

hall for performing rituals. Its space is delimited by pillars, adorned with figures
that overshadow and dominate the space.

The sanctuary of the cave temple, which is called the garbhagrha, is always
located on the central axis at the far end from the entrance. It is a small cubical
room, in which only one person can enter to honour the shrine of the temple. The
entrance is decorated with the same sculptural images as that of the entrance zone.

So, these are the threshold images. Yet in fact, they are figures who not only
meet the believer at the entrance but also accompany him along the entire path
through the temple space to the shrine. They mark the most important “liminal”
zones of the temple at which point sacrality is heightened. They serve as a guide
from the profane to the sacred, helping a believer make the transition across the
borders of sacred space.

Threshold images are participants of the spatial mandala of the temple, by
being placed on poles, and also an integral part of the relief mandalas, in the centre
of which is the object of worship. In this way they form a transitional link between
the sacred and the profane worlds. And their images are very multifaceted.

3. Indistinguishability of Images

An important thing to note about liminal images is that almost all of them are the
same in the iconographic programmes, of Hindu, Buddhist, and Jain temples. In
rare cases there might be multiple objects of worship in a temple that are charac-
teristic of a particular religion, but mainly threshold images are images of semi-
divine creatures. The uniformity of the pantheon of the three religions as regards
peripheral characters is a result of a religious policy that included autochthonous
beliefs in the pantheon of the dominant religion®.

The peripheral characters of the threshold zones are divided into three large
groups: 1) vyantara-devari — the semidivine inhabitants of the airspace living be-
tween heaven and earth, including vidyidharas, gandharvas, apsarases and kimna-
ras; 2) underground inhabitants connected with the earth, including various
yaksas and yaksinis, vyals; and 3) creatures associated with water such as n3gas and
makaras.

The images of the threshold zones themselves are semidivine and insignificant
and have not provoked much attention from art historians, but they have repeat-
edly attracted the attention of researchers of Indian literature and tend to have

2. Cohen 1998.
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separate chapters dedicated to them in studies of Indian mythology. Besides these,
the works of R.. S. Panchamukhi®, K. Krishna Murti* and N. G. Tavakar’® dedicate
some room to the analysis of visual depictions in addition to literary sources. A. K.
Coomaraswamy® has also compiled a detailed textbook on the yaksas, which this
article will refer to more than once. Comparing the existing literary sources with
the images reveals an important difference. It shows that while the literary descrip-
tions often do not coincide and are not uniform across the religions, uniformity
develops quite quickly in the visual arts and this can be seen in the iconographic
programmes of Hinduism, Buddhism and even Jainism.

For example, images of the mithunas - amorous pairs of semidivine characters
- are often depicted in all the religions. This love union reflects the sustainable idea
of fertility and the subsequent idea of well-being. As a rule, they play the role of
donors, presenting various offerings, such as garlands, fruits, shells or jugs of water
and musical instruments.

Traditionally, iconographic images of Indian deities are given certain recog-
nisable attributes. However, creatures of a semidivine nature are often not en-
dowed with such attributes. Therefore, the difficult task of differentiating images
can be achieved only by identifying certain formal elements or motifs: for example,
if the relief depicts a beautiful man or women accompanied by a motif signifying
glorification, then they are vidyidharas” or gandharvas and apsarases. This is also
indicated by the flight pose. Since yaksas and yaksinis are closely connected with
the earth, in iconography they are frequently depicted standing on the ground.
Female characters are mostly leaning on a tree, which reflects the ancient idea of
fertility (a stable iconographic motif of the sa/abhasjika).

On the other hand, when we see admirers with musical instruments, then, if
there are no other obvious signs, they must be gandharvas and apsarases, since these
are the musicians described in the literary sources. However, there are exceptions
and, in the reliefs of the temple complexes of Aurangabad and Ellora, you can even
see nagaraja playing on vina. In this case, his iconography is clearly marked by the
presence of a halo formed from the cobra hoods behind his head.

3. Panchamukhi 1951.

4, Krishna Murti 1985.
S. Tavakar 1971.

6. Coomaraswamy 1928.
7 . Cf. Mehta 2004.
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4. Gandharvas and Apsarases

Gandhavas and apsarases are messengers of the gods. They deliver certain ideas to
humanity by communicating directly with them and sometimes they even live
among people. Many literary works are devoted to such stories, the most famous
being Kalidasa’s love stories, including the legend of Urvasi and Pururavas which
tells the story of the relationship between an apsaras and a king, and the legend of
the beautiful Sakuntala (daughter of King Visvamitra and the apsaras Menaki) and
Dusyanta. For this reason, researchers often call them demigods. However, they
should be differentiated from the demigods of classical mythology who are born
from the marriage of man and God. The Indian gandhavas and apsarases can live
in both the heavenly and earthly realms, contributing to the communication of
man with the gods and acting as the vehicles of divine ideas. They are truly liminal
beings.

The liminality of gandharvas is also emphasised by the fact that they are di-
rectly related to the liminal state of antaribhavasattva. From Vedic times to Bud-
dhist Mahiyina there existed the theory of rebirth. In the Rigvedathere is a phrase:
«gandharvain a womb»®, which is a reference to the condition between death and
future birth known as gandharva-sactva. This intermediate existence of
antaribhavasartva, absent among the Theravida followers who believed that re-
birth immediately follows death, appears in the theory of Mahayana rebirth and
then develops in Tantric Buddhism. This further consolidates the connection be-
tween the gandharvas and a state of intermediacy or transition. Thus, mithunas
with musical instruments are known as gandharvas and apsarases and they can be
depicted playing music. Most frequently the gandharva will play the vini and the
apsarasthe karatalas (small metallic cymbals).

5. Kimnaras

In the visual arts, the regular appearance of the &imnaras developed in early Bud-
dhist monuments under the influence of garuda images, as noted by Monika Zin
(2008). The contamination of the &imnaras by these images brought about their
eventual transformation. The images became paired figures with musical instru-
ments, half-bird and half-man, dancing on short legs. If a kimnara plays the vinz, a
kimnarf, as a rule, strikes karatalas.

8. Wayman 1973, 218.
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As for the written texts of Hinduism, there is no unity when describing the kimna-
ras even later on in their history; sometimes they are attributed a horse's head and
ahuman body or vice versa, sometimes the face of Garuda and the wings of a bird,
sometimes a human body and animal paws, and so on. The Manasirasilpasistra
prescribes to depict a &imnara in a demonic form with a human torso, the legs of
an animal and an eagle's face with wings. The Vachaspatyam writes about a
kimnara with a horse's head and a human body. The Visnudharmortara says that
kimnara can have either a human head and a horse’s body, or a human body and a
horse's head. In South Indian treatises, &imnarais listed among the eight parivira-
devatas of the Subrahmanya (Karttikeya) temple as a guardian figure, therefore
supposed to have a frightening appearance. In this tradition, a couple of kimnaras,
along with other deities, were usually portrayed next to the main deity, either
Visnu or Siva, on the back wall of the sanctuary (the class of the deity — the highest
being urrama, the middle madhyama and the lowest adhama — depended on the
number of those who were in a prabhamandala). Only the Rapavalia, a treatise on
Sinhalese painting, describes images similar to those that can be seen in the visual
arts. In this treatise, the &imnaras are described as having a human torso and the
legs of a bird, a beautiful radiant face, a graceful neck with a garland on it and a
tufted head of hair’.

In Jain iconography, the kimnaras, like the gandharvas, belong to the yaksa
class. Borrowing an image from ancient mythology, the Jains made significant
changes: the kimnaras in their view have three faces and six arms; their attributes
in Digambara iconography are the following: a disc, a vajra, a stimulus, a club and
arosary. They are depicted in the varadamudriand their vihanais fish. However,
images of this kind did not appear in the iconographic programme of the temples.

Despite the fact that the gandharvas and kimnaras are mentioned in literary
sources as equal in status, one can conclude from the images that there is a hierar-
chy in place, and that the &imnaras occupy a lower position than the gandharvas.
There are often far fewer images of kimnaras, they are located further from the
object of worship and depicted on a smaller scale. In addition, of course, it should
be noted that in the literature there is no mention of the cult of kimnaras, unlike
the cult of the gandharvas. The texts do not provide any information about how
the kimnaras were worshipped or what prayers or offerings were made to them.
However, the fact that the relief image of kimnara is quite unusual in the icono-
graphic programme of the temples adds exclusivity to the image when it does ap-
pear, raising its sacred status.

9. This issue is considered in detail in Panchamukhi 1951, 3-15.
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6. Divine Singers

Singing has always played a significant role in Indian culture. During my studies
of the images of gandharvas in the reliefs of Ellora, Ajanta and Aurangabad cave
temples, I have noticed one major inconsistency between visual and literary cul-
ture. While there are lots of singers in Indian literature, there are no singing figures
in sculptures, carvings or paintings. The gandharvas are first and foremost de-
scribed as singers; the Nigpasistra tells us that Bharata created Narada and
gandharvas exclusively as singers for Gods, and they were acknowledged as masters
of vocal music in Indian mythological tradition.

In the Western artistic tradition, it is customary to depict singers with their
mouths open. In the Indian tradition, however, the opposite is true. In fact, there
were restrictions on images with open mouths dating from the earliest period in
Indian history. This was because open mouths and protruding teeth were tradi-
tionally reserved for the depiction of demonic figures. The Citrasitra of the
Visnudharmottara Pirana states: «[The depiction of God] with an open mouth
can lead to the death of a whole family» (VD III 38. 21)". Therefore, due to the
fact that depictions of open mouths were prohibited, sculptors were forced to look
for another way to represent singing. Since gandharvas, kimnaras and apsarases are
primarily depicted in mythology as singers, sculptors had to invent a “singing” ges-
ture, and celestial musicians are often depicted with such a gesture, a fact that is
always neglected in existing research. After many years of studying images of In-
dian musicians, I have managed to identify this gesture and will now elaborate my
theory.

Due to the fact that mudras and hastas play a very important role in Indian
culture, a gesture was the only way to depict singing for Indian sculptors. I was
unable to find any mention of such a gesture in literature, so I then started to
search for it in depictions of gandharvas in the cave temples of Maharashtra. After
studying hundreds and thousands of images, I identified a recurring gesture which
might be the “singing” symbol: a raised arm, bent at the elbow, with the palm
directed towards the object of worship.

According to The Mirror of Gesture (Coomaraswamy 1917), there are two
gestures that should mean singing — hamsasya and samdamsa mudris, originating
from the Daksinamarti and Goddess of Speech respectively. But this gesture seems
to be far from it. «Samdamsa (grasping): the fingers of Padmakos$a’s hand are re-
peatedly opened and closed. Usage: generosity, sacrificial offerings, [...], worship.

10. Vertogradova 2006.
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[...]. According to another book: the middle finger of Hamsisya hand is out-
stretched. [...]. Usage: [...] singing (samgita) [...]»"". And as for the hamsisya
mudriit is said: « Hamsasya (swan-face) [...] the tips of the forefinger, middle fin-
ger and thumb are joined, the rest extended [...]. Usage: instructing in wisdom,
ritual (paja) [...] speaking, reading, singing, meditation [...]»'%.

The gesture I identified appears to resemble the so-called vismaya hasta,
which primarily signifies astonishment or wonder. The ardhacandra mudri ges-
ture is also somewhat similar, but this gesture is used to greet people of lower castes.
Neither of these gestures seems to coincide in any way with singing.

Seeing that there is no literary evidence of such a gesture, I suggest it might
have come from real singing practice.

There is some evidence to support this theory. In one of the cave temples of
Ellora there is a sculpture of a singing dwarf (in fact there are several similar sculp-
tures, but this is the clearest example). Dwarf images do not have strict depiction
laws, and he is shown with an open mouth and the singing gesture I identified: the
singing vamana yaksa. If we assume this gesture to be a Aasta of singing, then we
see that there are a lot of sculptures of liminal creatures that display this gesture
and, most importantly, that the majority of them are representations of divine
singers and musicians — gandharvas, apsarases and kimnaras.

7. Dwarf Musicians

Now I would like to return to the dwarf figures. Their images are the most numer-
ous and they inhabit a large number of liminal zones in the temple: the roranas,
the capitals and corners of stambhas, the friezes (malas) on the walls and along the
base of the temple.

These dwarfs do not signify monolithically but can represent a range of
things. They can be both the vimana-yaksas or ganas of various deities, bhiras and
ayudhapurusas (the personification of certain attributes), as well as the personifi-
cation of certain philosophical concepts®. In the space of the temple they are de-
picted not only holding musical instruments as attributes, but also playing them -
they blow into conch shells — sankhas and flutes (susira-vidya), beat drums of dif-
ferent shapes and sizes (avanaddha-vidya), pinch strings of vinas of different types

! Coomaraswamy 1917, 37.
12 1bid.,, 36.
3 Vorobyeva 2014, 212-243.
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etc. Their images, which are located at the corners of the columns, make up a spa-
tial ensemble.

From the 6" century onwards, a certain type of frieze appears which is made
up of dancing and playing dwarfs. This type of frieze comes to be particularly prev-
alent in South Indian temple iconography. The most characteristic instrument for
the dwarves is the gharam — a percussion instrument which is fundamentally an
ordinary stove pot. All the dwarfs hold different types and sizes of this instrument
in their hands.

8. Threshold Beings and the Aquatic Myth

Another small observation should be made regarding the threshold images of the
temples, which is their connection with the aquatic myth. An analysis of the fig-
ures depicted reveals their universally close connection with water. The term ap-
sarasin Sanskrit means ‘moving in the waters’, a name that comes from the Vedic
idea that there are demonic creatures that inhabit the forest and the water who are
closely associated with the moon, which is also reflected in the water. Apsarasis a
water nymph.

The oldest mythical connotation of gandharva s the spirit of water, a mon-
ster of the depths. Gandharvais also connected with clouds and the sun, and it is
precisely through the image of water, and in particular the rain which fertilises
mother earth, that the gandharvais associated with the idea of abundance.

Ananda Kentish Coomaraswamy explores the symbolic role of the element
water in the imagery of the yaksas in detail as part of his study of water cosmology
and its connection with iconography. He argues that since the life of people de-
pended heavily on water, in particular on the rain fertilising the earth after the dry
season, a variety of rituals were designed to summon rain. All the images of the
threshold zones are directly connected with water, including the mithunas (loving
couples) through the idea of fertility.

It is no coincidence that the most popular frame of both doorways and
devakosthas are makara-toranas, formed by the figures of two fantastical creatures
that are particularly closely associated with water (these are sometimes called drag-
ons, sometimes crocodiles, but are essentially polymorphic in nature).

The idea of water cosmology and the images of the aquatic myth are not ac-
cidental in the threshold zones. The most important ritual through which the be-
liever had to go regardless of religion was the ritual of purification before visiting
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the temple, during which not only the body but also thoughts and soul were
cleansed. Thus, the connection of all the images represented on the reliefs of the
threshold zones of cave temples with water is deliberate and complements the rit-
ual cleansing the believer performed before entering the temple.

Threshold images mark three worlds — celestial, terrestrial and underground.
However, semantically, all the threshold images are somehow connected with wa-
ter cosmology. Water, both in the sky in the form of clouds, and on the earth as
rain, flows into rivers, cleansing and fertilising the earth. In this way, water con-
nects all three worlds. Thus, the temple’s toranas form a kind of jaladvara, passing
through which a person receives the necessary ritual cleansing. And it is through
Jaladvara that water comes out from the symbolic bathing in the garbhagrha. The
ring structure of the temple action is closed, recalling that it is the circle that is the
main figure in the Indian world order. Water, the driving force of nature, also ro-
tates the universe, serving as the beginning and end of everything.

9. Function of the Liminal Musicians

The main purpose of celestial musicians — gandharvas, apsarases, kimnaras, and
bhitas / yaksas / ganas — when depicted in a prabhimandala or in a temple space
mandalais to honour the object of worship; to play heavenly music and bring of-
ferings. The figures of divine musicians are on a par with garland bearers, donors
with jugs and other offerings. Instead of these physical gifts, their offering is music.
At the same time, the figures of musicians are the representation of divine music
in sacred space — the conception of divyd dhvani.

Nevertheless, being in the same space with the believer, celestial musicians
meet and accompany those who enter the temple: their images are placed in the
important focal points of the believer's path from the profane world to the sacral.

Threshold images mark not only the entrance space, indicating the transition
from the profane to the sacred zone, but also other transition zones, where the sa-
crality of the space is heightened. These are precisely the images that meet the be-
liever or the future adept at the threshold of the temple, serving as a guide from the
profane world to the sacred world — accompanying his transition across the bor-
ders of sacred space. It is remarkable that the images of the heavenly musicians are
the same in the iconographic programme of the temples of all three main religions
of ancient India. There are no differences between either the Hindu, the Buddhist
or the Jain iconography in the cave temples.
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In literary works, peripheral deities are often considered to be the heralds of
the gods. They deliver ideas to humanity, communicate with human beings di-
rectly and even live among people in some cases. Being liminal deities, they are the
vehicles of divine ideas. Moreover, they are closely related to the element of water,
revealing a connection with the aquatic myth and the idea of purification.

Thus, saturated with liminal images, the very space of temple mandapa may
be interpreted as a liminal space where spiritual transition takes place, where the
believer transcends the profane and reaches the sacral zone. Toranas act like tran-
sitional points in the temple space, from the entrance to the garbhagrha and from
the profane to the sacral space. In the darkness of the womblike space the person
can feel transformation and achieve mental rebirth.

10. Conclusions

The function of divine musicians is as liminal beings, marking the boundaries and
threshold zones of the spatial mandala.

1. Musical offering — glorification of the deity.

2. Simultaneously, the representation of divine music in the sacred space.
3. The overshadowing of the temple space, and with it the believer.

4. Accompanying the believer on the way to the sanctuary.

S. Purification — connection with the aquatic myth.

6. Apotropaic function — protective magic.

Divine musicians occupy a peripheral position, they are the characters of the man-
dala rim, often decorating the liminal threshold zones of the temple. These are in
many ways intermediate, transitional creatures, many of which, according to
mythological ideas, are capable of changing their appearance. This hybridity is pri-
marily a characteristic of the gandharvas and apsarases. On the other hand, these
characters, precisely due to their liminality, easily pass from earth to heaven, from
one religion to another.

All the photos are published by gracious permission of the author, Darya Voro-
byeva
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All the photos are published by gracious permission of the author, Darya Voro-
byeva

Fig. 1 ji/;zbhzﬁji](;z' with stick zither vina. Ajanta, cave Ne26
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Fig. 2 fj/gbbaﬁﬁ/(j with bow-harp ving, Aurangabad, cave N°1
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Fig. 3 55/317/1217/’17{5 with stick zither ving, Ellora, Jain cave Ne31
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Fig. 4 Mithuna: gandharvawith damaruand apsaraswith vinz, Ellora, Jain cave N°33
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Fig. 5 Gandharvaand apsaraswith 2 types of vini (zither and harp)
Aurangabad, cave N° 1
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Fig. 6 Dance and music scene on stambha. Kimnaras with singing gesture,
Ellora, cave Ne 15
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Fig. 7 Ganas with drums. Detail of Siva Mahayoga relief panel, Ellora, Kailasanitha
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Fig. 8 Vimana-yaksa with flute, Aurangabad, cave Ne3
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Abstract

The Sun temple at Modhera (1025-1026 CE) has distinctive narrative relief sculpture on a
section a little above eye-level on 8 pillars in the Closed Hall in front of the Sarya shrine,
and on 32 pillars in the Dance Hall which is between the temple tank and the main temple.
The 320 sculptured panels on these octagonal pillars, not discussed in Lobo’s study of the
temple’s iconographic programme, are varied in theme and treatment, and often problem-
atic in content and meaning. Placed as they are on the worshipper’s approach to Sarya, the
deity of the temple, might they reflect the liminal state of the worshipper, placed between
the exterior world and the vision of the Sun god? The disjointed nature of the sculpture’s
references to the Rimdyana and the Mahibhairata, the fleeting presence of Sirya in the
Closed Hall, and of his son Revanta in the Dance Hall, along with frequent and insistent
erotic scenes, in which naked Jain monks appear, all in the context of alternating battle and
dancing, of communitas, flow, conflict and blindness, suggest a highly charged state that
is different from the normal order of temples’ horizontal wall friezes. This might reflect
and allude to the liminal states that pertain to both halls. Alternatively, the sculptures may
reflect the concerns and attitudes of the court of the presumed builder of the temple
(Bhima I, reigned 1022-1064), not least because of the dominant presence of his namesake,
Bhima, great warrior of the Mahabharata. Or, the puzzling complexity might be merely the
result of the pillars being eight-sided. Most of the pillars of the Closed Hall are examined
in detail; in the Dance Hall, just one pillar, along with an analysis of themes, and explana-
tion of some especially problematic panels.

“ All the photos are published by gracious permission of the author, David Smith.
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1. Introduction

The narrative sculptures on the pillars of the Sun temple at Modhera are remarka-
ble for their variety of topics and treatments'. This 11th century CE temple marks
out stages of liminality for the worshipper in the clear line of access to its east-fac-
ing shrine of Strya. From the further and longer side of the temple tank (4unda)
the worshipper descends the steep steps to the water, bathes, and then ascends the
yet steeper steps on the west side, passes through the free-standing gateway struc-
ture (rorana) and into the Ranga Mandapa (Dance Hall, henceforward RM). The
worshipper then passes amid the 32 pillars with their narrative friezes and into the
Gudha Mandapa (Closed Hall, henceforward GM) of the main temple with its 8
pillars with narrative friezes, and finally reaches the adjoining garbha-grha with the
glorious image of the Sun god. The rays of the equinoctial rising sun are said to fall
directly on Sarya’s east-facing murd, though no mirei now, nor for an unknown
number of centuries.

A drawing by Percy Brown recreates the temple as it once was, complete with
the sikhara, the pyramidal roofs of the two halls, and the top of the gateway
(torapa), all now missing’. According to a key Sun-god text, Samba Purina (Sri-
vastava 2013), Krsna’s arrogant son Simba was cursed with leprosy by Krsna, lep-
rosy which was cured by building the archetypal temple to Sarya (first understood
to be at Multan, later at Konarak) and then worshipping him’.

A piece of stone with the date vikrama samvar 1083 (1025-1026 CE) found
in a chamber beneath the garbha-grha seems to show that the temple was built
early in the reign of Bhima I (1022-1064). Dhaky has pointed out stylistic changes
that prove that the RM is later than the main temple; and he suggests that the RM
was constructed in the reign of Bhima’s son Karna (1064-1094 CE)*. The frequent
appearance in the RM pillar sculptures of the Mahabharatahero Bhima, second of
the Pandava brothers, noticed in the present paper, would give added point to
Dhaky’s closing suggestion that RM may have been «a lovely tribute» built by

1. Bharucha 1951; Tiwari 1986; Giri 1987-88. Lobo 1982, 45, fn. 46 mentions a forthcoming
study of the pillars, but it was never written (Lobo e-mail 15 May 2019).

2. Brown 1956, PL. CVII, Fig 2. Reproduced Lobo 1982, 40.

3. Srivastava 2013, xii-xiii and adhydya 3.

4. Dhaky 1963.
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Karna as «an act of reverence» to his father’. Alternatively, Bhima Rija himself
might have built it in the closing years of his own long reign.

In addition to considering the narrative sculpture pillars as possibly distinctively
liminal, I shall look at them as conceivably directly relevant to the court culture of
the builder, Bhima Rija I, not least because the King might have viewed the
Pindava Bhima as his own a/rer ego.

The sculptures to be considered are panels, framed niches, on two sets of
heavily carved octagonal pillars separated in time of construction and in details of
form, but both with an ever-changing narrative frieze a little above eye level®. This
particular section, termed ‘the second figural frieze’ by Lobo in what is the only
detailed academic study of the temple, is in the most visible position on the pillars’.
The bottom of GM panels is 1.87m. from the floor, the panel 37cm. high; the bot-
tom of RM panel 1.73m. from the floor, the panel 38.5cm. high®.

The 256 RM panels are far more varied than the 64 of the GM, but it is true
to say of both sets that the panels refer fairly often to the two Sanskrit epics; that
several panels have detailed and complicated scenes which seem to be from known
events, historical or otherwise, for which at present there is no certain explanation;
that many panels present generic scenes which do not belong to any specific nar-
rative: fighting, dancing, and erotic encounters sum up such scenes; and finally,
that there are scenes which present peaceable group activities, the purpose of
which is not clear, with a strong flavour of communitas.

What immediately differentiates these panels from the narrative friezes that
are found on many temple walls is that the latter friezes are linear, and if textually
related are sequentially ordered; whereas these pillar panels, each complete in itself
(except for some GM pillars), tend to present disorder and confusion when con-
sidered in relation to each other.

‘What on further reflection differentiates these panels from everything else on
the temple is that they are not part of the iconographic programme of the temple

5. Dhaky 1963, 222.

6. The martiof the temple deity would of course be behind its own special limen, the sculpture
of the doorway of the garbha-grha, but this is beyond the scope of this paper. Other sculpture in a
liminal position not referred to here include the door-frame of the GM and the two external pillars
beyond it, the sculpture on the external seat-backs (kaksisanas) of RM, on the rorana pillars at the
eastern entrance to RM, and on the sides of the steps from the tank on the plinth of the eastern side
of RM.

7. The first figural frieze, larger, at leg level, is of repeated standing figures, almost always ap-
sarases; and on RM pillars there is a small third frieze, near the top, of repeated little dancing figures.

8. Detailed scale drawing of pillars in Burgess 1903, P1. LIV; and brief analysis in Lobo 1982,
24-26, 41-43. My measurements are made from the scale drawings in Burgess.
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(set out by Lobo), nor are they merely decorative patterns, ornamental designs;
though they have that effect when viewed from a distance. The panels of the two
friezes in GM and RM are often problematic. Could the concept of liminality as-
sist our understanding?

Certainly, as I study these 320 panels as two collections of photos set out two-
dimensionally on paper in two large rectangles, a parallel such as the choir screen

placed between the worshipper and the sanctum in
medieval Christian churches is to some extent illumi-
nating’. In whatever order one goes past the Modhera
panels, they too are collectively a kind of screen of im-
agery between the outer world and the deity, instances
of ambiguity at the threshold. Many things in the dis-
course of liminality — carnival, communitas, the erotic,
and conflict, for instance, are abundantly present. One
feature of liminality as seen by Victor Turner, namely
‘flow’, people acting together with total involvement is
exceptionally clearly represented at Modhera ™.
At least five panels show a group absorbed in
Fig.1 RM1 e.n. north passing an unknown object from one to another: it
clearly flows between them, as for instance in RM 1
e.n. north (Fig. 1). One thing flows from another. Indeed, flow in general can be
shown to be a key element of the panels, especially of RM: the ceaseless switching
from one sphere of action to another in a rippling movement. Closely related to
flow is symmetry: symmetry is common in, for instance, the arrangement of battle
scenes and orgy scenes. In all panels it can be said that activity is concentrated, fo-
cussed, and intensive.

There are alternative explanations for the special quality of the sculpture un-
der discussion. It could be claimed that the composition and arrangement of the
panels at Modhera are governed merely by the demands of ornamentation. The
ornamentation of a large number of pillars that keeps each different from another
demands a large range of themes. Or again it could be claimed that these pillar
sculptures constitute the intrusion of the dominant ethos of current court culture
into sacred architecture.

9. Cf. Jacobs 2018. Jung 2013, p 43: screens with their «profusion of sculptural imagery» were
«things to be contemplated, [...] [but] their very presence also heightened the distinctiveness of the
spaces on either side and refashioned the simple act of walking [...] from one zone to another into an
act of considerable ritual force». See also Jacobs 2018, 8.

10. Turner 1979, 87-90.
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Yet, when the narrative panels are carefully examined, the presence of a guid-
ing intelligence — conscious or unconscious — in their placement is inescapable, a
will to construct a neutral zone, betwixt and between, free from the contraints of
standard iconography and standard morality. Most striking of all is the instance of
the first three pillars we shall shortly look at in detail, where the very process of

worship is boldly subverted.

2. The Pillars of GM (Gudhamandapa), the ‘Closed FHall’

I'shall examine the GM panels first. They are the closing stage of the liminal state of the
worshipper, when one is thinking with one’s limi-
nality cap on, so to speak; but at the same time, they
are the origin of the Modhera narrative panel style.
They are reviewed and summarised far more easily
than those in the RM since there are only 64 of
them, and with a much narrower range of themes.

The panels of the GM are positioned slightly
higher than those in the RM, and are slightly nar-
rower and shorter than those in the RM; they are
obscured in the gloom of the closed hall. The posi-
tion of the 8 GM pillars, all of which support the
domed ceiling above them, is shown in Fig. 2.

I have numbered them in clockwise order
from the entrance, and note the direction each

Fig. 2 Numbcring of GM pillars .
& ° u panel faces".

11. In setting out for myself all my photographs of the pillars, I positioned the panels identically, with the
eastern panel on the left, and then moving to the right, north-east, north and so on. This enables the orientation
of the panels to be understood ata glance; and Thave continued this practice in the illustrations here when several
panels of a pillar are shown together, unless adjustimentis necessary to clarify narrative sequence. When describing
each panel generally I refer to leftand right as seen by the external observer, but with regard to body parts I refer to
left and right from the point of view of the individual represented.

(€3]
=
w



Fig. 3 shows GM 1 as
seen on entry to the GM
and turning to face the first
pillar.

GM 2 is almost com-
pletely hidden by GM 1,
looking like a shadow down
the left edge of GM 1.

GM 3, with the east-
facing panel of Sarya,
standing  holding  two
blooming lotuses and with
his two attendants Pingala
and Dandin, is visible to the
right of GM 1, and GM 4 is
at the right of the picture.
Sarya’s empty shrine is fur-
ther back to the right of
GM 4, out of sight.

Some light comes
from the window on the
left, and a tiny amount
from the south window to
the pradaksina of the
garbha-grha. So, on GM 3
Strya faces east, the direc-
tion from which the deity is
approached. But what
looks directly east on GM
12

Davip SMITH

Fig.3 GM1, GM2, GM3, GM4 looking n-e from entrance
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2.1. GM1: Pillar 1

Fig. 4 Overview of GM1

(In Fig. 4, GM 1 east is on the left. Moving left from there we would move round the octagon to
reach GM 1 s-e, which is on the far right of Fig. 4.)

Fig. 5 GM 1 east

Facing east, then, as does
the marti, we see a damaged
erotic panel (Fig. 5). A man
to the right bends foward,
about to kiss the woman
who is pulling him towards
her by his beard, while an-
other woman (or the same
woman subsequently)
bends her head down to a
wicker seat, presenting her-
self in the animal congress
position to the man. Mov-

Fig. 6 GM 1s-¢

ing left of GM 1 east to GM 1 s-¢, that is to say to the

far right of Fig. 4, we see a wandering ascetic with his

material possessions suspended from the staff over his

shoulder (Fig. 6). Not only material objects: obtruding

on to the left boundary of the niche is not a pestle hanging down, but the end of his

penis, which is so long it has to be thus supported. This is not at once obvious be-

cause a middle section of the penis has broken off.
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Next comes a bearded man with a brahman’s tuft (sik42), GM 1 south (Fig. 7),
well dressed and ornamented,
standing behind a seated woman,
whose upper left arm he grasps;
and his other arm is about to seize
her by the neck. Her left arm,
which wears a bracelet, is perhaps
also raised in indignation or expos-
tulation.

Continuing left in Fig. 4’s
overview, both GM 1 s-w and west

Fig. 7 GM1 south

look left, and clearly the foreground people,
headed by a woman, are looking at Sarya
(GM 1 n-w) who stands facing inwards,
away from the entrance. There is a clear and
continuing leftward movement in the panels
from the left of GM 1 east.
Leaving GM 1 south, the man seizing Fig. 8 GM1n-e
the woman, unexplained for the moment, let
us return to where we started, GM 1 east, and move instead to the right, where we
come to two men each holding an arrow and a bow, the man on the right wearing
acrown (Fig. 8). These two figures are readily identifiable as Laksmana and Rama.
That they face right suggests a rightward narrative movement, just as the as-
cetic in GM 1 s-e facing left began a leftward movement.
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Continuing to the right, a crowned archer shoots an ar-

row upwards (Fig. 9). That this is Rima again is con-

firmed by the figure sitting be-
tween the bow and Riama’s left

knee, who rests a mace on his
shoulder (Fig. 10). This must be
Hanumin. The figure on the

ground looks like a dead mon-
key. Despite the bed, to which I
shall come back shortly, this
must be the field of battle in the  Fig- 10 GM1 n (detail)

Ramayana. As Surya stands to the right, GM 1 n-w, I

Fig. 9 GM1 north

suggest that Rima has just recited the Adityahrdaya,

the hymn to the sun taught to Rama by Agastya, according to the southern recen-

sion of the Ramayana, prior to shooting his final arrow at Ravana'. The definite

presence of Rama now explains the travelling ascetic and the scene he is moving

to. He is surely Ravana in disguise, who then abducts Sita in his form as royal brah-

man, lacking his ten heads".

With the next three panels, GM 1 s-w, west, and n-w, (Fig. 11) we leave the

Ramayana in abeyance. GM 1 s-w and west, each comprising a group of worship-

pers headed by a woman, gaze devoutly to the left, the sixth face of the pillar, which is

Fig. 11 GM1 DPartial view

12. Cf. Goldman 2009, 1341ff.

Sirya, as already described on
pillar 3, holding two lotuses and
with his attendants Dandin and
Pingala. So a woman, Sit3, is be-
ing ill-treated, and appropri-
ately enough, a divine pres-
ence, Sarya, is near at hand.
Two panels of devotees look
towards him.

Women head the two
groups, and it is possible
both foreground groups are

13. It should not be thought that the five discs to the right side of Ravana’s hair visible in the
first small photograph of GM 1 south taken in 2006 (Fig. 4, overview) represent so many of his ten

heads: they are made by animals or insects, and are not present in the larger photo (2020) of the panel

(Fig. 7).
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meant to be all women. The repetition of the scene could be for emphasis
which would be appropriate here, but other pillars have similar duplication of
a panel for other reasons. Sometimes, in RM, the sculptor has a second go be-
cause the first attempt was not satisfactory; or, as might be the case here, be-
cause they could not think of anything else to do to complete the octagon.

The upper figures in both panels, who do not look to the left, are fillers of
neutral significance as upper figures on GM and RM so often are. Neverthe-
less, it should be said that this pillar is exceptional, unique in its double narra-
tive sequence.

Nor have we yet finished with it. Where does the erotic panel GM 1 east
(Fig. S) fit in? Could it be Ravana enjoying himself in his antahpura, prior to
snatching Sita? One woman is shown synoptically, before and during inter-
course, or two women are enjoying the man’s attentions. The man is thinner
than the rather chubby travelling ascetic. Examination of other panels both in
the GM and RM will suggest that what in fact we have here is the first of many
instances of the wilful and insistent insertion of the erotic where it does not
normally belong. This sex scene splits apart what is the RZmayanain a nutshell,
the two halves of the kernel being Ravana abducting Sita and Rama’s slaying
of Ravana. The narrative is, as it were, cracked apart.

It is unnecessary for the love-makers of GM 1 east to be standing on a bed;
it is even more unusual for Rima to be shooting an arrow from his bed. In the
epic he is on his war chariot. But beds and bedroom scenes are so much the
favourite locus of the Modhera sculptors that they do not hesitate to place
Rima in his crowning heroic action on a bed.

2.2. GM 2: Pillar 2
Moving on to the second pillar (Fig. 12), just three contiguous panels call for

discussion. The other five panels (unshown) have couples canoodling and
groups cavorting.
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The north panel
in Fig. 12 is per-
haps the signifi-
cant one.

A tall man
plays the flute,
accompanied by
two drummers
(Fig. 13). The
Fig. 12 GM 2 Partial view right drummer,
if indeed it is a

drum he holds by his side, is strangely inactive, per-
haps entranced by the sound of the flute. Behind the
tall man’s head a woman leaps excitedly, her legs
widespread, though her left leg is not visible.

If it were possible to show a connection be-
tween Modhera and the Samba of the S2mba Purina,
this might be
Simba. Simba,

Krsna’s son,

himself a great

lover, and arche-

typal worshipper

of Sarya, was

tricked by

Nirada into en-

tering  Krsna’s

antahpura, and

Fig. 13 GM 2 north the women there

were so excited by the handsome young man

that the juice (sukra) of their yonis was appar-
ent on their lotus seats'?,

Fig. 14GM 2 n-w

14. Srivastava 2013: S2mba Purina3. 37 and 44.

351



Davip SMITH

It was on seeing this that Krsna cursed his son to become a leper, a condition
from which Samba freed himself by building the temple to Sarya at Multan, and
worshipping Strya there.

In fact, I don’t think there is reference here to Samba, but the story just re-
ferred to does relate to the erotic sculptures at Modhera, insofar as cunnilingus
with its excitement and lubrication of women’s yons plays a relatively prominent
role here.

Moving to GM 2 n-w (Fig. 14) we see a large man, a woman presenting herself
in the position for animal copulation in front him, while he turns his head to give
cunnilingus to the substantial woman he holds above his shoulder.

This woman’s placement is strongly analogous to that of the woman above
the flute-player, and though the figure of the central man difters considerably be-
tween the two panels, given the limited powers of this and many other of the sculp-
tors of these panels, I would suggest the two scenes are connected.

The woman in the arch of the panel rises triumphantly, continuing and de-
veloping the position she held in the previous panel. The large man’s penis is miss-
ing. The watching man behind him is analogous to the drummer on the right in
the previous panel.

The narrative movement spills over slightly into GM 2 west (Fig. 12 Partial
view of GM 2), where a group of monkeys fills the panel. At the top a monkey
sniffs the bottom of the monkey who bends down in front of him.

Quite possibly this action is prompted by the example of the preceding panel.
Apart from this detail, the group is an instance of a common type of panel, espe-
cially in RM, where a group, human or monkey, performs some group activity or
task in unison, with an evident sense of communitas. Here two old monkeys pon-
der in the foreground, while younger monkeys are more active above.
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2.3. GM 3: Pillar 3

Fig. 15 GM3 DPartial view

Pillar 3 (Fig. 15) has the only other image of Strya on the GM pillars (and there is
none on the RM pillars — except for a rare composite, Strya-Revanta), and its
panel pertinently faces east. One sequence is clear: the three men in GM 3 s-e are
standing before Strya. I think the other three (GM 3 w, s-w, s) might all relate to
Bhima, whom I take as the big powerful man holding an elaborate mace as he
dances in GM 3 s%.

In GM he lacks the characteristic hairstyle he has in RM, as discussed later.
Beyond the two instances in GM of two men fighting with maces, the frequency
of Bhima in RM makes his presence in GM more plausible. Here in GM 3 we see,
conceivably, the same tilted head at the top of the west, south-west, and south pan-
els.

What stands out, of course, in GM 3 s-w, is the degree of resemblance of the
seated foreground figure to the Siti in GM 1 south (Fig. 7). The standing man’s
hand is perhaps visible holding the foreground figure’s left elbow from beneath.
But the woman, seated comfortably on a cushion, with her right hand raised to her
chin, seems almost to be simpering. Is it she herself subsequently, or another
woman simultaneously, who, behind the seated woman, has her right hand on a

15. The Ratnamali describes Bhima I as «dark, stout, tall, and hairy, handsome, haughty, fond
of war» (Majumdar 1956, 56).
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tall man’s shoulder? That standing woman, whoever she is, has her back arched
because, presumably, the man draws her to him with his unseen right arm.

In GM 3 west, conceivably the same man and the same foreground woman
of GM 3 s-w are dancing in the foreground, and making love in the missionary
position above, the woman with at least one leg lifted up. Note that in GM 3 west
both the foreground left figure (whom I take to be a woman, the woman in ques-
tion) and the woman above on her back have their arms flung out in a gesture of
wild abandon; and the woman in the quasi ‘Sita’ posture has one arm thrown out.

Stronger and simpler is the case
of the other two panels, Sarya and
his worshippers (Fig. 16); but there
is an interesting nuance. Unlike the
two panels on GM1 where a group
of women look in adoration at
Starya, here the figure nearest to
Sarya looks not towards Sarya but
back over his shoulder to the two
others, who are standing straight
upright, eyes fixed on Sarya (GM 3
s-€).

The figure looking back is
clothed, with a necklace. Of the Fig. 16 GM 3 Partial view
other two, the rear one is naked,
with his penis clearly visible in my 2006 photograph shown here (but covered over
with fresh mortar in 2020); stone is missing from the pubic region of the middle
figure.

Although they lack the tell-tale mark of the peacock feather broom', I sus-
pect they are ksapanakas, naked Jain Digambara monks, who are certainly present
on the next two pillars. On this reading, the foremost figure, looking back expres-
sively, is a Hindu who is introducing the two Digambaras to the god Sarya.

16. Part of the broom handle is perhaps visible across the middle man’s chest. The front man’s
hand before his groin shows awareness of the nudity of the men behind him, as they stand before
Sarya.
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2.4. GM 4: Pillar 4

Fig. 17 GM 4 Incomplete overview

In GM 4 south (Fig. 17) we come upon three naked men avidly gazing to the left.

Their brooms under their left arms prove them to be &sapanakas. Although they

are lined up like the worshippers of Sarya in GM 1 and GM 3, it is not the god

Fig. 18 GM 4 s-w

who is the object of their gaze. In the erotic
scene to the left (GM 4 s-w) with its three na-
ked participants, the man on the right is shown
to be himself a ksapanaka by the broom under
his arm (Figs. 17 and 18). What might look like
a beard is in fact unfinished carving; the figure
immediately above him is also unfinished. His
straight broom aligns with the upraised arm of
the woman immediately behind the fore-
ground threesome, who is expressing horror at
what is going on by covering her eyes with her
hands and also fascination by peeping through
her fingers"”.

The participant on the left wears an ear-
ring and has his hands in aaja/i: he is a Hindu
venerating the Jain at the other end of the
woman; or, more likely, thanking him for ini-
tiating the erotic event. The ksapanakais pull-
ing the woman’s hair.

17. Such a gesture is common in erotic sculpture at this period, and to my knowledge always

includes looking through the fingers that ostensibly hide the eyes, whenever the sculpture is ade-

quately detailed.
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The other four panels shown (Fig. 17 above) all feature a Bhima-esque man
who could conceivably represent Bhima Rija. In GM 4 s-e, on the grounds of the
evidence of RM pillars, he fights Duryodhana, though unlike RM there is no at-
tempt to distinguish the two contestants. In GM 4 n-e he stands amid a group,
holding a club-like mace, and his left hand is raised in what might be seen as self-
affirmation. The man with a woman on either side is strong and bulky, with
Bhima’s characteristic square head. Possibly the man copulating in GM 4 e and
embracing in GM 4 n-w is Bhima too. As for the man on the left in GM 4 s-w with
his hands in azjali, the absence of the square head and burly form both character-
istic of Bhima rule him out; indeed, the very gesture of ajali is unlikely for the
Bhima of Modhera.

2.5. GM 5: Pillar 5

Fig. 19 GM 5 Partial view

In GM 5 n-e we have the last group of onlookers in GM (Fig. 19). Again, I think
they are probably meant to be all women, all gazing raptly to the left, excitedly
grasping the elbows of the person in front. There can be no doubt that the GM 5
n. pair of archers are hurriedly proceeding left, their eyes fixed on what lies before
them. Neither wears a crown, but given their earlier appearance in GM 1 n-e, they
have to be Rima and Laksmana.
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The object of the women’s and archers’ gaze is a damaged and perhaps unfin-

ished panel (GM 5 east), wherein is to be found a copulatory couple on a bed, and

above them a male standing as he receives fe//ario from a large woman in the centre

of the panel, and leans over to kiss another woman.

With carefully rendered pigs’ ears, both the male figures indeed really are

elongated pigs.

Fig. 20 GM 5 n-w
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Also included in this selection from
GM 5 is a powerful male dancer with
aheavy double necklace, and squarish
head — perhaps Bhima or Bhima Raja
(Fig. 20).

Unshown here are three well
rendered single woman dancers (GM
west, s-w, and south); and lastly a
male figure with head strongly resem-
bling the male dancer in GM 5 n-w,
who gives cunnilingus to a woman
who fellates him.

She, hanging upside-down with
her back to us, her elbows on his
akimbo knees, raises her face to look
out at us, as does the man, who sup-
ports her outstretched knees with his
hands.

This latter scene, facing south-
east, is prominent as one looks to-
wards to the shrine from the entrance
to the GM.



2.6. GM 6: Pillar 6

Davip SMITH

Fig. 21 GM 6 Dartial view

On pillar 6 there is another appearance of ksapanakas, whom we met before on

pillar 4, and possibly also on pillar 3. Here (Fig. 21) they are neither having darsana

of Sarya nor watching an orgy. In GM 6 n-w a ksapanakaleft foreground, his pea-

cock feather broom tucked under his right arm confronts two clothed men, the

Fig.22GM 6w

nearer one, the same height, holds with his
left hand the right wrist of the Jain. The
man behind is smaller.

Another figure is in the background
above, and most of the background is un-
carved. GM 6 north is unfinished but looks
as if it might have been intended to be a dif-
ferent version of GM 6 n-w’s meeting. To
the right, GM 6 w (Fig. 22), the same fig-
ures, it would seem, are engaged in a wild
dance. The ksapanaka dominates the fore-
ground, left knee on the ground, leaning
back with his peacock broom held out be-
fore him and his right arm raised.

Above him what I take to be the same
two clothed figures who were meeting him
on the west face, now likewise with their up-
per bodies bent back. Strange is the small
figure bottom right, not unlike the small

358



LiMINALITY, COURT CULTURE OR OCTAGONALITY?

figures at the bottom of sculptures at Khajuraho, but there they are onlookers,
while here the figure looks away.

Is he just an unimportant space-filling figure, or a someone who disapproves
of what is going on? Does his small size show his small-mindedness? However,
what is really remarkable in this panel is that the ksapanaka holds in his upraised
right hand a dagger that pierces the left lower arm of the uppermost leaning back
figure, and the dancing man immediately above the ksapanaka is holding and re-
straining the wrist of the stabbing hand; and we
should remember that the figure right in front of
the ksapanaka in the panel to the left grasps his
right wrist there, holding it against his own chest.

The n-e panel of this pillar has in a group of
monkeys a somewhat parallel instance of dancing
(Fig. 23). The bottom two monkeys are sitting on
the ground, and one holds the other’s wrist in a
friendly way. Above them and most fully in view
are a pair of monkeys their bodies in seemingly
ecstatic motion, and at the top three monkeys
seem to confer with each other. In both panels
can be seen a clear presentation of communitas.

However, in the human instance, the threat of
the dagger somewhat hinders such an interpreta-

tion.

Fig. 23 GM 6 n-¢
2.7. Summary of GM Pillars

In the foregoing treatment of the GM pillars, which support the ornate circular ceiling,
we have ourselves circled round six of the eight pillars, taking each pillar as we find it,
tackling their respective panels in a variety of ways, attempting to follow what seems to
be a logic varying from pillar to pillar. The pillars each stand apart, separate in the gloom.
Inthe GM oneisled, forced, to examine one pillar ata time. The first three pillars strongly
suggest a narrative structure from panel to panel on each pillar; though any such struc-
turing seems to wither away in the remaining pillars. Perhaps the guiding vision of the
architect ceased to be applied.
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In GM 3 s-e I have suggested a Hindu is introducing ksapanakas to the worship of
Sarya. One should be careful of labelling ksapanakas shown in Hindu temples as neces-
sarily representatives of Jainism in any specific sense.

Ksapanakas in erotic scenes, as at Khajuraho and elsewhere, are there as exemplars
of the ascetic’s superabundance of semen and consequent sexual power, all the more
powerful from the Hindu point of view, on account of the transgressiveness of their het-
erodoxy. Nevertheless, these scenes could refer to particular contacts with specific
ksapanakas.

As well as the summing up of the Ramdyana in pillar 1, there are as already
mentioned two instances of two men fighting with maces, who might well be
Bhima and Duryodhana.

This is all the more likely because in GM 7 east it is highly probable, in the
light of RM, as we shall soon see, that Bhima is pulling off Duh$asana’s arm; a
portion of uncarved stone is exactly where Draupadi would be expected to be wit-
nessing the deed. There is none of the generalised fighting or standing groups of
warriors so common in RM and temples in general.

Without a doubt, pillars 3 and 4 are linked, and worship of Sarya is paralleled
with watching orgiastic sex. With the exception of pillar 3, every GM pillar has at
least one scene of sexual intercourse. This bending of boundaries, this distortion
of normal limits suggests that we are in the realm of liminality.

Alternatively, the sexual force of what may fairly be called Bhima Rija’s court
culture could be said to distort and pull apart the righteous world of the Ramayana
here, bringing Rama firmly into the Rija’s own louche ambit. Aside from Rama
and Sit3, the only divine presence on the pillars themselves has been the two panels
of Sarya.

If there is a visible liminal process at Modhera, it is in these GM panels a pro-
cess liable to misdirection, diversion, one might even say perversion. The powerful
figure of a proto-typical Bhima has everything his own way, so to speak, within the
organising consciousness that governs the pillars.

Here he has inserted himself into the narrative as his brother mace-bearing
Hanumin, and turned aside from holy Rima and Sita. Like him, the very style of
these pillars is brash, bold and bulky. Love-making and dancing predominate in
what can be summed up as luxurious court scenes economically presented.
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3. RM:Rangamandapa, the ‘Dance Hall’

Fig. 24 Twelve narrative pillars of RM viewed from s-w.

RM is open on all sides, flooded with light. Not only are the friezes here illumi-
nated, they are much more closely positioned, and it is easy, indeed unavoidable,
to see many panels at once. In Fig. 24 we see 9 north-east facing panels, and partial
views of 23 panels. Amid the rich overall carving, the narrative panels do not stand
out as they do in GM, and their scenes, vibrant though they are, cannot be taken
in at a distance. Prominent are the figures on the larger figural frieze below, who
are mainly apsarases. Above the narrative frieze a smaller frieze of repeated dancing
figures also distracts.

Whereas with the GM I was able within the scope of this paper to discuss a
third of the panels, with the 256 panels of the RM I must abbreviate my treatment
considerably, and mainly resort to analytical summaries. The rudimentary narra-
tive guidance provided by a few of the panels in the GM is entirely lacking, but is
perhaps made up for by the repetition of themes, repetition which shows which
themes are particularly significant to the designer and makers.
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The outermost pillars, all
numbered 1 on the plan
(Fig. 25) have square bases
and a goddess on each of the
four sides before becoming
octagonal and exactly like
the other pillars.

On the ceiling (Fig.
26), four oblique slabs each
contain 10 square narrative
panels, related to the pillar
panels, but which are sim-
pler in content and more

Fig. 25 Plan of RM ceiling panels rudimentary in technique.

Just three of these ceiling

panels will be mentioned later.
RM has four identical entrances.
Where to start? Considering
only the outward-facing panels
with a deity on the outermost pil-
lars, 1 e.n. east has a scene of /iriga
worship (and 1 e.n. south has Siva
killing Andhaka). 1 s.e. south has
an eroded Revanta, Sarya’s son,
the hunter, as usual shown on
horseback, under a chattra.

LaStly’ and  most 51gn1ﬁ- Fig. 26 Plan of RM oblique ceiling slabs panels

cantly, 1 w.n. west, facing the
worshipper as they leave the GM and go towards RM, has the rare and imposing
form of Stirya-Revanta, crowned, on horseback, and under a chatrra, and the same
time holding the two blooming lotuses; and Revanta as well on another panel of
the same pillar (1 w.n. s-e) I shall select this pillar as my one complete example of a
RM pillar (Fig. 27) and centre my presentation of RM on it.
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3.1. RM Pillar 1 w.n.

Fig. 27 1 w.n. - Example of a complete RM pillar

Other than his special form in 1 w.n.
west (Fig. 28) Strya does not appear in
the RM, nor does Revanta appear at all
in the main temple. Revanta is here (s-e),
accompanied by warriors and is hunting
a pig. In RM every one of the four pairs
of open passage-ways formed by the nar-
rative frieze pillars has at least one repre-
sentation of Revanta: the west the two
just mentioned (Fig. 28), the east two (4
Fig, 28 Stirya-Revanta (1 w.n. west) and Revanta (Iw.n. s€) e.n. east; 4 e.s. south), the south four (1
s.e. south with chatrtra, 2 s.e. east, 2 s.e.
Ww-s, 4 s.e. east), the north one (3 n.e. n-w with chattra).

Revanta’s pervasiveness is reflected by the fact that the common theme in
Mahabhiratafriezes on other temples of two opposing bowmen facing each other
on their charijots, usually Arjuna versus Karna, and which is found as normal on
the RM n-e oblique ceiling slab, when it is executed on the 3 n.e. east and 3 n.e. n-
e pillar panels has 3 pigs added in front of each bowman, so that the battle becomes
a hunting scene as well.

There is added weight to Revanta’s frequent appearances when the rare ap-
pearance of other deities in RM is considered. Visnu appears twice, as Variha lift-
ing Bhaimi and Laksmi, and as Narasimha; and Siva twice as Andhakantaka, both
sets of appearances showing the two deities as wild and terrible. In the Andhakanta
panel 3s.e. north, a giant figure of Bhima appears faintly to the left of Siva. Possibly
the Bhima is left over from a different plan for that panel; but it could be argued
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that the fact that those just mentioned panels are the only appearances of the two
great gods, suggests they are the only forms worthy of paralleling mighty Bhima, a
suggestion his presence beside Siva would confirm.

Also Ganesa appears three times, twice on the same pillar which also includes
a war elephant (2 w.s. n-w and south). Krsna from the Bhdgavata Purina occurs
just twice, once as a boy reaching into the butter churn, and once standing above
the butter churn and lifting up Mt Govardhana. The dominant presence of Re-
vanta, the roaming hunter, might be taken as relating to the element of wild free-
dom in the panels’ wide-ranging choice of topic.

Returning to our specific pillar, 1 w.n., my photo of 1 w.n. n-e (Fig. 29) is not
very clear but in fact shows a warrior holding a curved sword sitting on a kind of
platform over an elephant’s head, a structure that occurs several times on the RM
pillars. Here is the common depiction of generic warfare, in an image of weight
and power. More frequent are scenes of warriors as coherent and symmetrical
groups. Then again, a large figure sometimes occurs who fills the arch of the niche
without doing anything specific, just dominant and awesome or threatening.
Probably in such cases, the sculptor just felt they had to fill the empty space with
something, but an uninterpretable large figure remains a brooding presence in sev-

Fig.29 1 w.n. - A complete example of an RM pillar (Fig. 26 repeated).

eral RM panels™. No less than three panels here in the specimen pillar show the
Ramdyanamonkeys attacking the giant Kumbhakarna, with Hanuman taking the
lead, wielding his own mace in east and north panels. Not only is this a popular
theme, occurring additionally some eight times, but there is a marked similarity
between representations of the demon and those of Bhima. Only the large ears dis-
tinguish the former from Bhima. Both are big and strong and wield a mace.

18. A good example is found below, in a panel I classify as erotic (3 w.s. south. Fig. 34).
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Sometimes, as in all three examples in this pillar, Kumbhakarna is not even

very tall. The clinching factor, that shows the similarity to be deliberate, is the iden-

tity of hairstyle.

A fine example of Bhima’s headpiece shows the hero smashing Duryodhana’s

thigh as the defeated warrior lies on the ground (Fig. 30 4 w.s. west). Itis common

for Bhima’s hair in sculpture to resemble the hair of demons and Bhairava; and his

nature in the epic has demonic elements', but here we see it only with Bhima and

Fig. 30 4 w.s. west

Kumbhakarna. It is not clear to me whether a hat is
involved as well as an arrangement of hair.

In 3 sw. north (not shown) a very tall
Kumbhakarna lacks the special hairstyle and
Hanuman leaping overhead has his own hair in that
style or holds that head-piece.

Fig. 31 is similar, with the flying figure clearly
holding a sort of crown, except that here
Kumbhakarna is as normal with Bhima-like hair; is
Hanuman shown twice? It is of course entirely ap-
propriate for Hanumin to adopt this aspect of
Bhima, for they are brothers, both sons of Vayu, god
of wind. Their borderline natures are inherently lim-
inal®.

Note how Hanuman’s tail in Fig. 31 seems to

extend and swell up into the tip that looks like an enormous arrowhead beneath

his mace, perhaps suggesting he is about to increase in size.
The east panel (Fig. 29, far left) shows Hanuman as tall as Kumbhakarna. RM
rejoices in Bhima and Hanuman. They are the two dominant images. Hanuman

leaps overhead carrying the hill of herbs.

Atleast twice Bharata as defender of Ayodhya, in a story

not in Vilmiki, shoots an arrow at the unknown intruder; at

other times Hanuman is not really separable from an un-

known person leaping out of sheer exuberance over the top

of fighting warriors, who sometimes are Bhima and

Duryodhana.

Fig. 31 1 w.n.north

19. Sattar 1990, Chapter 3; Loizeau 2017, Chapitre 10; for Bhima’s hairstyle, see Loizeau 2017,

437-438.
20. Sattar 1990, Chapter 4.
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Once Hanuman stands before Rama who sits in state as Visnu. Very often he
is fighting Kumbhakarna, a Kumbhakarna who, as we have seen, looks like Bhima.

Bhima, for his part, is big and strong like Kumbhakarna: fighting
Duryodhana (eight times) he twice smashes Duryodhana’s thigh; he rips off
Duh$asana’s arm in front of Draupadi four times, once holding up the removed
arm. He lifts up an elephant, presumably to throw at Karna, on three panels.

Pillar 4 e.s. gives us Bhima holding the elephant over his head (north), a war
elephant and rider (n-w), Bharata shooting at Hanuman as he flies overhead with
the hill of herbs, three more war elephants (s-w, south, s-¢), and Hanuman fighting
Kumbhakarna (east and n-e).

In addition, as in GM, a figure who may well be either Bhima the Pandava or
King Bhima I, dances and besports himself.

The two remaining panels of the

pillar that is being examined in de-

tail (1 w.n.) are erotic (Fig. 32),

and if it is correct to give special

weight to the appearance of Sarya-

Revanta facing people as they

leave the main temple, should not

also some emphasis be allowed

here to the juxtaposition of the

erotic to the sacred? We have seen

Fig. 32 1 w.n. s-w and 1 w.n. south it clearly enough in GM.

Throughout the RM there

are surprising conjunctions, distortions of expected reality, which could be satis-
factorily classified under the heading of liminal states.

It is only here in 1 w.n. s-w that the ksapanakas occur in RM, at this closest
point to GM. Note the very unusual representation of the picchikas that here look
more like closed chattras.

The two contiguous scenes of orgy on the 1 w.n. pillar (Fig. 32) are bounded
by images of Sirya-Revanta and Revanta, the holy next to the transgressive.
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3.2. Some RM Problem Panels

Fig. 33 Map of RM erotic panels

There are considerable differences
between erotic scenes in the two
halls. Whereas GM has more than
one male taking part only twice, and
in one of these panels the plural male
performers are pigs not men, RM is
more varied, has cunnilingus thrice
in rich and artistic arrangements, but
the erotic plays a proportionally
much reduced role.

In GM, erotic scenes are present
on all but one pillar. In RM I was
surprised to discover that all the
eleven erotic panels are on the west

and south axes (Fig. 33).

One highly unusual panel presents in a novel way an erotic encounter just

Fig. 34 3 w.s. south

before it takes place. In 3 w.s. south (Fig. 34) a naked
woman bends to kiss a dog, a man behind her has his
hand on her back, a man in front of her holds up a
pot. The man holding the pot is clothed; but a hand,
either his or the bending woman’s, has pushed aside
his lower garment to reveal his penis. A very tall
woman behind, with parts of her breasts and her face
missing, presents an indecipherable emotion.
However, there can be no doubt that the pot
the man holds is going to be placed on the ground
for the woman at the front to lean on as she performs
with both men at once. The panel is a meditation on
the purity of a woman’s mouth vis-a-vis fe//atio.
Several of the RM panels are very puzzling, but
one difficult panel becomes explicable by looking at
the other set of narrative panels in RM, those found

on the oblique ceiling slabs. They are considerably simpler than the pillar panels

but they are not easy to see.
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Two panels from the s.w. oblique ceiling slab are combined in RM 2 w.s. s-w. Be-
cause of its complexity, I give two separate photos of RM 2 w.s. s-w. Above top
right (Fig. 35b) on the ceiling, Rima shoots an arrow at Marica, the demon dis-

Fig. 352 2w.s. s-w (2 views): Fig. 35b ceiling slab s-w

guised as the golden deer, and who is shown coming forth from the slain animal®.
With the brio sometimes found in RM pillars, on the pillar (top left, Fig. 35a) the
demon casts aside the deer’s head with his left hand, throwing it off like a mask. In
the ceiling version (Fig. 35b), the deer’s head is on the ground. In the lower part of
the pillar panel, as the ceiling panel parallel makes clear, Ravana, shown as holding
whatlooks like a casket in his left hand, with no sign of Sita, holds the curved sword
with which he is about to cut off Jatiyu’s wing. Jatayu occurs three times in the
ceiling panel, flying up, attacking Ravana, and fallen to the ground with his wing
cut through.

The artist of the pillar panel is bold and incisive; not only that, he arrogantly,
or carelessly, dispenses with any attempt to delineate Rima or Ravana in their

21. I am grateful to Corinna Wessels-Mevissen for confirming my identification of Mirica by
pointing to another example of a human Mirica emerging from the theriomorphic form, this time
from Hangal in Karnataka (Kanitkar 2020).
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proper forms. The demon flings off the deer’s head; the artist flings aside the
bother of accuracy. It might of course be the case that the artist was not capable of
fitting in Ravana. The casket Ravana holds is explained by a 13c version from Kar-
nataka of Ravana fending off Jatayu: the demon holds in just the same way a min-
fature Sita in a miniature hermitage®. The casket here is the hermitage, a sacred
container with Sitd inside but not visible. At any event, strange though ‘Ravana’
is, the sculptor far surpasses the rudimentary ceiling squares.
Right next to this panel is another puz-
zle, a man on a camel and a woman com-
ing to him (Fig. 36: 2 w.s. south), per-
haps referring to a romantic ballad like
the centuries later Dhola-Maru where
King Dhola finds and brings home his
forgotten first wife. This is certainly not
an abduction, and it is possible that it is
intended to be a deliberate contrast to
Rivana’s taking of Sitd. Another version
of the scene, (Fig. 36: 1 n.w. east), is
Fig. 36 shown beside it, eroded but with a better
camel.

I close this brief presentation of RM pillars by showing a few of several prom-
inent panels (Fig. 37) which in addition to expressing flow, mutuality, and sym-
metry, feature a particularly horrible act, namely stabbing someone in the eye.
These are part of general scenes of battle, with no specific reference (though one
has a Bhima figure). Stabbing the eye does not bring complete darkness, and it is a
thoroughly practical procedure in sword and dagger fighting, the eye being a soft
and easy target. Nevertheless, the dagger plunging into the eye is the bringer of
darkness, of the closing down of coherence and order, even in the sunlit complex-
ity of the Dance Hall. Two features of the sun often mentioned in texts are that
his radiant heat is dangerous, and that his brightness destroys darkness and igno-
rance. Prior to the Sun’s presence being gained in the garbha-grha, the worshipper

22. Loizeau 2017, 212, fig. 83; Loizeau 2010, 15, fig. 33.

369



Davip SMITH

is flooded with imagery, but they are also blinded, as it were, by the dangerous
multiplicity of the everyday world that the pillars sum up.

Fig. 37

RM is later than GM, but the greatest difference between their panels arises from
the arithmetic. Eight pillars allow a slow and ponderous working through of a few
themes, themes which by the last two pillars are reduced to the interaction of lov-
ing couples and a couple of appearances by Bhima. Thirty-two pillars demand con-
siderable change of topic if the pillars, bathed in light, are to maintain novelty and
freshness of appearance. Avoiding undue repetition, RM is necessarily kaleido-
scopic. RM builds on the sculptural examples of the GM pillars, but takes them
much further. RM presents an amplified situation, freed from a single entrance
and exit, and freed from any goal within its own confines. Although one can take
astraight line from the further side of the tank through to Sarya in his shrine, quite
possibly the RM was usually entered as now predominantly from the south. The
appearance of the erotic in RM solely on the inner axes of south and west is an
interesting problem, among the many that Modhera presents. Perhaps this was the
most popular route to the martr.

4. Conclusions
I hope that this brief introduction to Modhera’s narrative panels has made an ini-

tial case for them to be more fully examined as complex works of art. I will in con-
clusion summarise my preliminary findings, briefly recapping two alternative
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explanations for the special character of these sculptures, before summing up the
case for liminality as the key factor.

In the first place, one basic fact of architecture is a possible explanation for
the special character of the sculpture of the two halls. The architect, or architects,
evidently wanting to produce a highly ornamental temple, opted for eight-sided
pillars, with narrative sculpture on the set of panes a little above eye-level. The mere
necessity of ringing the changes from pane to pane, extreme because of the octag-
onality, might conceivably have produced as a kind of by-product the strange con-
catenations of imagery here described. However, another consequence of octago-
nality is, I believe, is of even greater significance; namely the large number of panels
that are more or less directly in the onlooker’s field of vision. The effect is all the
greater amid the multiple pillars of RM, which also benefit from the increased nat-
ural illumination. This multiplicity of lines of vision causes a cross-contamination
of imagery, presenting an almost overwhelming variety of narrative sculpture to
the moving eye.

Secondly, there is the question of social background. As noted above, the fre-
quent representations of Bhima, mighty warrior of the Mahabharata, especially
when combined with a very similar looking figure in music and dance scenes, and
even perhaps in love-making, suggest that all these figures should be understood as
multiforms of Bhima I, the king who built the temple. In which case, might not all
the various tensions and distortions found in the imagery we have examined be
nothing more than a reflection of the quality and tone of life in the court of Bhima
I, and also that of his son if it were he who built RM?

Both explanations could each stand alone, but they are both more plausibly
seen as contributions to the argument for the influence on the artwork of its limi-
nal situation. Modhera is undeniably a treasure-house of liminal themes. From the
very first pillars of GM to the scattering of instances of violent blinding in RM,
the orderly progression of normal Indian temple imagery is shattered. The panes
are virtual theatres, displaying an ever-changing variety of scenes, scenes that de-
stroy certainty, disrupt calm; with the occasional exception of scenes of communal
peaceful cooperation! Images of Sarya himself and his son Revanta are occasion-
ally present in the mélée, as also fierce forms of Siva and Visnu, but as merely inci-
dentals in the heaving tumult of human and animal life, deftly and powerfully por-
trayed. All this is the highly charged anteroom to the marti of Sarya.

The notion of liminality has mushroomed since its origins in the ideas of van
Gennep and Turner. Its sphere has developed from tribal ritual to being an all-

371



Davip SMITH

pervasive feature of modern life’. The liminality at Modhera is at a kind of mid-
point between those two poles. Early in this chapter I made a passing reference to
recent work on liminality in medieval western art, which lies on the same mid-
point. Here, just as there, a leap of imagination is necessary to find liminal artin a
liminal situation when there is no evidence of deliberate intent on the part of the
art’s creators. Frequently visible within the panes themselves is the leaping over-
head of Hanuman, like Bhima son of the god of wind, like Bhima wielder of the
mace; an inherently liminal figure, Hanuman is emblematic of leaping imagina-
tion. As Lynn Jacobs argues in the case of medieval and early modern Nether-
landish art, the art itself can be seen to have agency in liminal situations™.

As already mentioned, the parallel of the medieval church altar screen oc-
curred to me because I had set out in front of me the entire surface of narrative
‘liminal’ sculpture at Modhera, reducing it to a flat surface not entirely unlike a
screen. In fact the total actual lifesize surface area of the Modhera sculpture which
I class as ‘liminal’ is approximately 4 square metres in GM, and 17.3 square metres
in RM. In reality, of course, the sculpture presents itself on octagonal surfaces, and
can only be seen in full by twisting and turning one’s body on a journey of many
metres in distance.

There has been no scope in this chapter to bring out how greatly this ‘liminal’
sculpture differs from everything else at Modhera. The oblique ceiling panels
briefly referred to each contain ten panels, but these are not framed in the same
way as on the pillars; they are not in the least theatrical, and they lack narrative
force, and liveliness. Figs 35a and 35b make the contrast crystal clear. Secular
friezes on the outer walls of the main temple necessarily stretch out, lack focus, are
merely linear, lack dynamism. The standard iconography, set out by Lobo, is for-
mal, drab, extensive, measured, whereas the ‘liminal’ panels grab the attention, pull
you by the arm.

A key factor, which is visible on every photograph here, is framing: pillars
and arches frame every panel. Each panel is a kind of theatre, a stage, on which a
particular performance is represented. Many are specific performances, such as
musicians and dancers, and groups of monkeys, in for instance solemn conclave,
imitating humans. Again in many scenes of duelling with clubs, we have either
Bhima in the Mahibharata, or King Bhima I showing his skill with his mace; or
again, an actor on the stage imitating either of them. To repeat, each panel is a

23. Cf. Szakolczai 2017 and the Contemporary Liminality Series of books that he edits for
Routledge.
24. Jacobs 2018, 28.
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stage, a viewing point, a window into intense and complex life. Ambiguity and
uncertainty serve as prelude to the divine glory of Strya, the Sun god.

Two particular sets of panels may stand for all the others, in that they are em-
blematic of the representation of liminality at Modhera. Firstly in GM where panes
on pillars 1, 3, 4 and 5 play about with the very notion of darsana, similar groups
of people looking spellbound at the divine and then at the erotic. As noted above,
the first panel directly facing the viewer is erotic, featuring very probably Ravana;
but elsewhere on that pillar two groups of worshippers behold Sarya. On pillar 3,
two naked Jain monks and a Hindu behold Sarya. But on pillar 4 three naked Jain
monks watch an orgy; and on pillar 5 three women and even Rama and Laksmana
view another orgy”. Secondly the weird representations of the abduction of Sita
in GM and RM, utterly different from each other, but both extreme distortions.
An unconcerned seated Sita is grabbed from behind by a Ravana resembling a
landlord from an early Bollywood film*; and in an extremely ambitious panel we
have both Riama shooting an arrow at the golden deer, and Ravana about to strike
Jatayu as the bird seeks to rescue Sita from Ravana’s sky-chariot”, with Sita invisi-
ble in the chariot reduced to a casket, and most notably the dissolving of all physi-
cal attributes belonging to Ravana, so that he is simply a lithe young warrior. In
sum, all the panels present a distorted dream world, a world of rampant liminality.

25. Figs. 11, 16, 17, 19.
26. Fig. 7: GM 1 south.
27. Fig. 35a: RM 2 w.s. s-w.
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The present volume is a collection of 16 papers presented at the International Seminar 'Li-
minal Spaces, and Identity Transformations in Indian Cultural History' in Milan, in September
2019, when we were on the brink of a historical change unknowingly. And afterwards, during
the pandemic experience, exploring liminality, as category of reality applied to Indian culture
and especially to art and literature, appeared to be a means to cope with an emergency the
likes of which had never been seen before. Obviously, this work does not aspire to be exhau-
stive, nonetheless, the heterogeneity of the contributions offers a multifaceted perspective:
in actual fact, since liminality implies potentially myriads of interpretations, it appears to pro-
vide us with one of the main keys to addressing the entanglement of reality, especially the
complexity of the Indian civilization, past and present. The focus is particularly on the literary
and artistic aspects of such an extraordinary cultural heritage, from the Vedic period up to
modernity; literature and arts are the lens through which variegated anthropological issues,
crossing different historical phases, are investigated: firstly, the ritual question, in complian-
ce with van Gennep and Turner's approach, but also religious experiences, sovereignty and
violence, dialectics of identity, social dynamics, gender identity, etc. Literature and arts, but
still by means of their own aesthetic devices, mirror critical points characterising such issues,
as if poetry and artwork, zooming in on specific transition elements, were themselves on the
threshold of manifold layers of reality, able to pass through their interstitial discontinuities.
Finally, it is a great honour to dedicate such a volume to the memory of Professor Alexander
Dubyanskiy (1941-2020), eminent scholar in Indian literature, especially in Tamil poetry, who
experienced multiple aspects of liminality both of the South Asian culture and life.
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