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The Pulse Beneath The Page

We often talk about the life of the mind as if it were the mind that mattered,
when it’s really the life. This is a book about scholarly life. It is prompted by
the question: What goes into a person’s thinking? What draws someone to
a concept, or a work of art, or a text? Where do they sit to write? What did
they eat, smell, and see that day? Whom did they hear crying in the streets?
These are questions about the everyday life of a scholar. In the context of this
book, however, they are difficult questions to answer. For the study of intel-
lectual life in premodern South Asia, particularly in the Sanskrit systems of
knowledge, presents unique archival challenges. Even apart from the meth-
odological difficulties, there are theoretical problems. Caught as we all are
in the net of discourse and power, any appeal to inner life can only be ro-
mantic, nostalgic, or downright hagiographical. Still, I write this book from
the premise that scholarly texts can tell us more about their authors than
they, or we, let on. That means being open to the possibility that one can dis-
cern motivations, persuasions, irritations, hopes, and even fun in a genre of
writing that attempts to erase all traces of the quotidian. This book sniffs out
those traces, like the scents of past lives which may yet permeate the present.!

In this book, I study the reception of a Hindu scripture, the Bhagavata
Purana, from the fourteenth to the eighteenth centuries, in order to explore
how religious commitments affect scholarly writing. I propose that we can
delineate features of a scholarly habitus—personalities, dispositions, eth-
ical comportments—in the writings of people who worked in a language,
Sanskrit, and in a genre, scholastic prose or sastra, that was notoriously
abstracted from the world of everyday life. These members of an educated
elite, contrary to how they often presented themselves, were responsive to
popular currents of thought and practice. Vernacular ways of being and

! See Martin Mulsow, Knowledge Lost: A New View of Early Modern Intellectual History, trans.
H. C. Erik Midelfort (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2022), 19: “The largely unconscious
portions of bodies of knowledge and their emotional ‘colors’ make up another tacit aspect of life,
shaping thelives of individuals. This tacit dimension reaches deeply into the ambivalences of modern
life: fascination, dread, feelings of disgust—all play a role even in the apparently abstract occupations
of many a scholar sitting at a desk or the researcher in the laboratory.”

Love in the Time of Scholarship. Anand Venkatkrishnan, Oxford University Press. © Oxford University Press 2024,
DOI: 10.1093/0s0/9780197776636.003.0001
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2 LOVE IN THE TIME OF SCHOLARSHIP

believing could and did reshape Sanskrit intellectuality. I argue that re-
ligion is at the core of these irruptions into the scholastic domain. Recent
studies of Sanskrit systems of knowledge in this time period have employed
the methods of intellectual history.? In keeping with the priorities of that ap-
proach, these studies mostly focus on the nonreligious sciences. This book is
similarly an intellectual history, but of those systems—both Vedic and non-
Vedic scriptural interpretation—which not only bear on religious questions
but also emerge from specific communities that shape them. Religion is not
epiphenomenal to the study of Sanskrit sastra.’ Religious commitments, and
the particular social worlds that nourished them, prompted some scholars
to reset the terms of the intellectual disciplines in which they worked.
Sometimes they generated new ways of reading old texts; sometimes these
projects were aborted. In either instance, the markers of newness were not
wholesale changes but subtle shifts in the registers of scholastic discourse.
Religion in this book is defined by the word bhakti. The historical and
scholarly meanings of bhakti range widely: an ascetic model for social elites
of turning one’s life into a sacrificial activity for God;* the veneration of past
and present teachers and their images;” the emotional outpouring of desire
for a departed beloved;® the simultaneous subversion of upper-caste dharma
and its restoration on the ground of devotion;” active participation in a com-
munity of worship;® a practice that creates publics of memory (or religious

2 T have in mind the several essays produced between 2000 and 2010 by the NEH-funded collabo-
rative research project “Sanskrit Knowledge-Systems on the Eve of Colonialism.”

% On making religious ideas a topic constitutive of intellectual history, see John Coffey and Alister
Chapman, “Introduction: Intellectual History and the Return of Religion,” in Seeing Things Their
Way: Intellectual History and the Return of Religion, ed. Alister Chapman, John Coffey, and Brad S.
Gregory (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2009), 1-23. For recent work on the influ-
ence of religion in Sanskrit poetry and poetics, see Rembert Lutjeharms, A Vaisnava Poet in Early
Modern Bengal: Kavikarnapura’s Splendour of Speech (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018) and
James D. Reich, To Savor the Meaning: The Theology of Literary Emotions in Medieval Kashmir
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2021).

4 Angelika Malinar, The Bhagavadgita: Doctrines and Contexts (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2007), 13.

5 John Cort, “Bhakti in the Early Jain Tradition: Understanding Devotional Religion in South
Asia,” History of Religions 42.1 (2002): 59-86.

¢ Friedhelm Hardy, Viraha-Bhakti: The Early History of Krsna Devotion in South India
(Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1983). Cf. Tracy Coleman, “Dharma, Yoga, and Viraha-Bhakti,”
in The Archaeology of Bhakti I: Mathura and Maturai, Back and Forth, ed. Emmanuel Francis and
Charlotte Schmid (Pondicherry: Institut Francais de Pondichéry; Paris: Ecole Francaise d’ Extréme-
Orient, 2014), 34-35.

7 Ravi M. Gupta and Kenneth Valpey, The Bhdgavata Purana: Selected Readings
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2017), 9-13.

8 Karen Pechilis Prentiss, The Embodiment of Bhakti (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999).
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THE PULSE BENEATH THE PAGE 3

polities);? the poetry of prayer;'? the construction of divine embodiment;!!
a devotional sensibility developed both in tandem with and in opposition to
antinomian religious modes;!? a way to reconcile reform and social order;?
a “movement” of vernacular storytelling and song that imagined a nation;'*
and, in the end, an indexical term that reveals the positionality of the person
making statements about it.!> Some consider bhakti itself to be religion, or
in its most popular sense, “heart religion . . . the religion of participation,
community, enthusiasm, song, and often of personal challenge.”'® Whether
or not this is the case, each of the foregoing definitions involves an account
of bhakti’s binding or unifying power, to God, to ideals, to one another. What
the religion of bhakti binds together in this book is local, regionally specific
devotional practices and the supralocal, transregional discourse of Sanskrit
scholasticism. My general interest is to understand how ideas and practices
associated with everyday people, popular religious networks, and vernacular
languages made their way into elite Sanskrit sastras—that is, not just into
permeable genres of Sanskrit, like the epics or the puranas, but into intellec-
tual disciplines, like Mimarihsa and Védanta, that are generally viewed as im-
pervious to the world around them. The demotic registers of bhakti, I argue
in the chapters of this book, filtered into the forbidding world of scriptural
hermeneutics, shaping the very contours of Sanskrit intellectuality.

What do I mean by the demotic, the popular, the everyday? This is a ques-
tion about both the social lives of Sanskrit and the hierarchies of Hinduism.
The problem of multiple Hinduisms, elite and popular, right- and left-hand,
high- and low-caste, continues to shape the study of Indian religion. Even
those who work against the binary of “great” and “little” traditions, which

° Christian Novetzke, Religion and Cultural Memory: A Cultural History of Saint Namdev in
India (New York: Columbia University Press, 2008). On polities before publics, see Brian Hatcher,
Hinduism before Reform (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2020), 73-100.

10 Hamsa Stainton, Poetry as Prayer in the Sanskrit Hymns of Kashmir (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2019); Steven Hopkins, Singing the Body of God: The Hympns of Vedantadesika in Their South
Indian Tradition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002).

I Barbara Holdrege, Bhakti and Embodiment: Fashioning Divine Bodies and Devotional Bodies in
Krsna Bhakti (London: Routledge, 2015).

12 Patton Burchett, A Genealogy of Devotion: Bhakti, Tantra, Yoga, and Sufism in North India
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2019).

13 Francesca Orsini, “Tulsi Das as a Classic,” in Classics of Modern South Asian Literature, ed.
Rupert Snell and M. P. Raeside (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1998), 126.

4 John Stratton Hawley, A Storm of Songs: India and the Idea of the Bhakti Movement
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2015).

15 Jon Keune, Shared Food, Shared Devotion: Equality and the Bhakti-Caste Question in Western
India (New York: Oxford University Press, 2021), 47-66.

16 Hawley, A Storm of Songs, 2.
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4 LOVEIN THE TIME OF SCHOLARSHIP

itself reproduces a Brahmanical distinction between the scriptural and the
popular, acknowledge that social inequalities are reflected in the religious
domain through institutional and cultural segregation: different temples, dif-
ferent foods, different jokes.!” Those who see degrees of continuity between
elite and nonelite beliefs and practices posit relationships of reciprocity, con-
testation, and domination.'® The problem of intellectual segregation is more
acute. This problem bears on the sociology of language use. As the work of
Sheldon Pollock has demonstrated, outside the Persianate cultural sphere,
to do scholarship in premodern South Asia was either to write in Sanskrit or
to adopt its codes and conventions.!® An important exception to the pattern
was vernacular philosophical commentary and religious poetry of bhakti
traditions. However, according to Pollock, this exception simply confirms
the historical division of labor: systematic knowledge remained the pre-
serve of Sanskrit, the literary and spiritual the preserve of the vernaculars.?
Meanwhile, in other circles, the very textualization of vernacular reli-
gious traditions is only evidence of their being, as it were, always already
interpellated, unable to discard the normative influence of Sanskrit and
Brahmanical dominance.?! Following Christian Novetzke, I understand the
vernacular both in the sense of regional language and in the sense of the quo-
tidian, the everyday.?? Novetzke shows how the agents of vernacularization

17C.]. Fuller, The Camphor Flame: Popular Hinduism and Society in India (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1992), 28.

18 See Kunal Chakrabarti, Religious Process: The Puranas and the Making of a Regional Tradition
(New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2001). On rethinking the distinction between folk and clas-
sical, see Fred Smith, The Self Possessed: Deity and Spirit Possession in South Asian Literature and
Civilization (New York: Columbia University Press, 2006), 146-153.

19 Sheldon Pollock, The Language of the Gods in the World of Men: Sanskrit, Culture, and Power in
Premodern India (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2006).

20 Sheldon Pollock, “The Languages of Science in Early Modern India,” in Forms of Knowledge
in Early Modern Asia: Explorations in the Intellectual History of India and Tibet, 1500-1800, ed.
Sheldon Pollock (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2011), 25. On the new vernac-
ular sciences in medieval Kannada, see Eric Gurevitch, “Everyday Sciences in Southwest India”
(Ph.D. diss., University of Chicago, 2022). On the idea of a popular or public form of literary
Sanskrit, see Whitney Cox, “Reading Jalhana Reading Bilhana: Literary Criticism in a Sanskrit
Anthology,” Journal of the American Oriental Society 141.4 (2021): 889-890. On bridging the gap
between the classicism of Indology and South Asian folklore studies, see Adheesh Sathaye, “The
Scribal Life of Folktales in Medieval India;” South Asian History and Culture 8.4 (2017): 430-447. On
overcoming the opposition between “scholarly” and “popular” culture in Euro-American historiog-
raphy, see Roger Chartier, “Intellectual History or Sociocultural History? The French Trajectories,”
in Modern European Intellectual History: Reappraisals and New Perspectives, ed. Dominick LaCapra
(Ithaca: Cornell University Pres, 1982), 32-36.

2l Veena Naregal, “Language and Power in Precolonial Western India: Textual Hierarchies,
Literate Audiences, and Colonial Philology,” The Indian Economic and Social History Review 37.3
(2000): 271.

22 Christian Novetzke, The Quotidian Revolution: Vernacularization, Religion, and the Premodern
Public Sphere in India (New York: Columbia University Press, 2016), 10-19.
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THE PULSE BENEATH THE PAGE 5

in medieval Maharashtra intended to read “a nonelite audience in the field
of everyday life.””* I am interested in almost the exact inverse: how the field
of everyday life, represented by the wide socioreligious domain of bhakti,
was read by elite audiences. I think it is possible to demonstrate changes at
the textual level within and across Sanskrit sastras that were motivated by
local devotional practices by investigating (a) the relationship between pop-
ular religious movements and the rarefied air of scholarly pedagogy, (b) the
challenges that bhakti posed to normative scholastic traditions, and (c) how
personal religious commitments prompted Sanskrit intellectuals to think in-
novatively about the intellectual traditions they inherited.

Let me be clear about what I am and what I am not doing in this book.
My core argument is that the emotions and motifs of bhakti, which spread
differentially across caste, class, and language, bore directly on the scho-
lastic writings of male Sanskrit intellectuals. I demonstrate this primarily
by reading scholarly texts as worldly artifacts—in other words, philology—
that responded to the influence of bhakti traditions in both their textual and
extratextual forms. By studying diversity and discontinuity within scholarly
traditions, I show that Sanskrit scholarship was polyvocal and equivocal.
This is not, however, a project about the recovery of nonelite voices in elite
texts. The words “local,” “regional,” “vernacular,” and “nonelite” are not in-
terchangeable. While the first three are on display in this book in ample de-
tail, there is very little evidence of the last. Instead, what I have peppered
throughout the book are no more than echoes of what cannot be recovered.
There is an incommensurability between the text and the conditions of its
production. I do not intend to explain how vernacular practices made their
way into Sanskrit scholarship; I only ask questions about the traces that they
left. Insofar as no scholarly culture is self-contained, we should be open to
finding everyday life in the Brahmanical corpus too, in order to interrogate
its sense of inviolable caste purity.

How, then, can we discern the traces of the unincorporated margin in
the genre of Sastra? The scholars studied in this book were Brahmins who
worked in Brahmanical intellectual traditions. The extent to which their
writings reflected a substantive engagement with the ideas and practices of
nonelite castes, particularly along the axis of bhakti, is a matter of debate.
For some, there is a seamless integrity between the worlds of elite exegesis
and everyday explication, usually moving down from on high. For others,

23 Novetzke, The Quotidian Revolution, 9.
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6 LOVE IN THE TIME OF SCHOLARSHIP

the cruelties of exclusion that constitute caste society are reflected in the his-
tory of ideas; there is no meaningful exchange between these worlds that is
not appropriative and oppressive. At stake for many of these scholars is how
to evaluate the phenomenon of bhakti in Hinduism: Is it a language of pro-
test, of power, or of plain old poetry??* I do not adjudicate these questions
but instead read bhakti from the bottom up. That is, rather than pass judg-
ment on the ability of vernacular-language bhakti traditions to maintain a
critical edge toward social elites, I would like to flip the script and discern
the impact of bhakti on the Sanskrit intellectual sphere. From my perspec-
tive, all knowledge is local, even that articulated in such transregional lan-
guages as Sanskrit. For example, the Marathi poet-philosophers Jiandév
and Eknath challenged the purely Sanskritic nature of public philosophy,
but they went about it differently. Jdandév’s Marathi commentary on the
Bhagavad Gita, the Jiianésvari, was an example of “the high cosmopolitan
genre of commentary become domesticated, placed in a gendered form and
a localized idiom”?* On the other hand, Eknath, who is said to have edited
the Jiianesvari, wrote philosophical works in Marathi that transformed local
thought into the idioms and values of Sanskrit knowledge.?® Rather than con-
sider these works vernacular translations of classical traditions, reading from
the bottom up allows us to understand them as occupying a space in between
the local and the cosmopolitan, the elite and nonelite. Although Sanskrit
sastra spoke in a universal idiom, I argue that the presence of the local in a
transregional intellectual tradition suggests the everyday dimensions of its
writing.?”

To put this argument differently, my study of scholarly life is one way of
provincializing Brahmanism. Not unlike the imaginary “hyperreal” Europe
in the experience of political modernity in South Asia, Brahmanism and its
concepts exert a powerful hold on premodern Indian intellectual history.?

24 See John Stratton Hawley, Christian Lee Novetzke, and Swapna Sharma, eds., Bhakti and
Power: Debating India’s Religion of the Heart (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2019). Cf.
Sheldon Pollock, The Ends of Man at the End of Premodernity (Amsterdam: Royal Netherlands
Academy of Arts and Sciences, 2005), 88: “Why did bhakti produce so much new poetry but so little
new power, at least institutionalized political power?”

25 Novetzke, The Quotidian Revolution, 223.

26 Anand Venkatkrishnan, “Philosophy from the Bottom Up: Eknath’s Vernacular Advaita,”
Journal of Indian Philosophy 48.1 (2020): 9-21.

27 For comparative reflections on the local nature of Muslim knowledge, see A. Kevin Reinhart,
Lived Islam: Colloquial Religion in a Cosmopolitan Tradition (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2020), 121: “Cosmopolitan scholars never dwell completely removed from Lived Islam,
floating above their locale like balloons”

28 Dipesh Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial Thought and Historical Difference
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000), 39. For a provocative rethinking of Brahmanism in
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One of those concepts is the ahistorical, transcendent nature of Sanskrit
$astra.?® Although intellectual historians have tracked changes in a
tradition’s way of thinking over time, we have seldom interrogated the
means by which the practice of $dstra becomes coded as elite, male, and
otherworldly.*® In effect, this is an argument about caste in the history of
ideas. To assume that Brahmanical traditions are straightforwardly in-
ternal conversations between Brahmins, without the involvement of those
outside their caste order, reinscribes the normative value of caste purity.
Brahmanical thought, like Brahmin community, presents itself as simulta-
neously exclusive and universal.®! But in the same way that the political his-
tory of caste in premodern India refuses to treat Brahmin ideology as social
fact,?? the intellectual history of Brahmin scholarship should refuse to take
its self-sufficiency at face value. For in these ways of knowing there is always
the trace of that which cannot be fully absorbed or rejected. Rather than
read $astra as aloof and self-contained, I am interested in how the margins
constitute the center. This approach takes inspiration from Christopher
Bayly’s attempt to contest the claims of classical European universalism.*®
Bayly argues that the birth of the modern world was not unidirectional but
global, a world in which marginal and subaltern groups played a significant

the historiography of religion in India, see Chapter 1, “Defamiliarizing the Brahmanical World,” in
Jason Schwartz, “Ending the Saiva Age: The Rise of the Brahmana Legalist and the Universalization
of Hindu Dharma” (Ph.D. diss., University of California, Santa Barbara, 2023), 129-306.

2 Sheldon Pollock, “The Theory of Practice and the Practice of Theory in Indian Intellectual
History, Journal of the American Oriental Society 105.3 (1985): 499-519; Sheldon Pollock,
“Mimarnsa and the Problem of History in Traditional India,” Journal of the American Oriental
Society 109.4 (1989): 603-610. Cf. Ananya Vajpeyi, “Sidradharma and Legal Treatments of
Caste,” in Hinduism and Law, ed. Timothy Lubin, Donald R. Davis Jr., and Jayanth K. Krishnan
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 159: “the elision of historicity from Sanskrit dis-
course is related to its repression of subalternity”

30 Cf. Bonnie G. Smith, The Gender of History: Men, Women, and Historical Practice
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1998), 13, on how professionalizing historians in the nine-
teenth century produced “scholarly selves out of historical practices and the iteration of historical
rules”

31 See Johannes Bronkhorst, How the Brahmins Won: From Alexander to the Guptas (Leiden: Brill,
2016), 2: “Brahmanism insisted on the separate position that Brahmins occupy in the world and in
society. To the extent that they interact with society, they find their natural place at the top of the so-
cial hierarchy. Their separate position guaranteed them the exclusive possession of spiritual knowl-
edge and power””

32 See Sumit Guha, Beyond Caste: Identity and Power in South Asia (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 39: “All
of these real social and political phenomena can be understood only if we abandon the Brahman-
centered model?”

33 See Ajay Skaria, “Can the Dalit Articulate a Universal Position? The Intellectual, the Social, and
the Writing of History;” Social History 39.3 (2014): 358: “Universalism, [Bayly] says, is always local;
there is always constitutively the part of the margin in the centre—the margin’s participation, so to
speak”
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8 LOVE IN THE TIME OF SCHOLARSHIP

role in shaping the agendas of dominant groups. I take the general point
as applicable to the universalisms of the Sanskrit “cosmopolis,” Pollock’s
term for the “transregional culture-power sphere” of political elites across
first-millennium South and Southeast Asia.** In this book, I emphasize the
local, contingent character of text traditions often valorized by their authors
for their universality. One can provincialize the self-professed universality
that Brahmin scholars accorded to themselves by pointing out fissures and
fractures in the history of their ideas. Their disagreements with one another
were not simply a result of the dialectical nature of Sanskrit intellectual cul-
ture; they were examples of real and enduring social conflict.>> Unlike “the
strategic use of everyday life to critique social inequality”*® found in the
writings of vernacular intellectuals, Brahmin scholars writing in Sanskrit
drew on the idioms of bhakti to criticize each other. While these forms of
criticism did little to destabilize the institution of Brahmanism itself, they
reflected anxieties and uncertainties about the constitution of Brahmin
identity.>” Reading $astra from the bottom up exposes the fault lines that
wend and crack through its foundation.

Religion is a way into the lives of scholars. There are other ways, of
course: reminiscences, or testimonies, or festschrifts. However, in the study
of Sanskrit society and culture, these forms of evidence are scarce. Before
I review the major terms and outlines of this book, some reflections on
method are in order. I have introduced myself as an intellectual historian. We
deal in texts and their contexts. But what happens when the text escapes con-
text, or the context is unknown? In the following section I explore what the
textual orientation of Indology may have to learn from fields of knowledge
that work at the limits of the archive.

3 Pollock, The Language of the Gods, 12.

3 See Valerie Stoker, Polemics and Patronage in the City of Victory: Vyasatirtha, Hindu Sectarians,
and the Sixteenth-Century Vijayanagara Court (Oakland: University of California Press, 2016),
106-129; Madhav Deshpande, “Will the Winner Please Stand Up: Conflicting Narratives of a
Seventeenth-Century Philosophical Debate from Karnataka,” in Knowing India: Colonial and
Modern Constructions of the Past: Essays in Honor of Thomas Trautmann, ed. Cynthia Talbot (New
Delhi: Yoda Press, 2011), 366-380.

36 Novetzke, The Quotidian Revolution, 16.

37 See Christian Novetzke, “The Brahmin Double: The Brahminical Construction of Anti-
Brahminism and Anti-caste Sentiment in the Religious Cultures of Precolonial Maharashtra,”
South Asian History and Culture 2.2 (2011): 232-252. Cf. Adheesh Sathaye, Crossing the Lines of
Caste: Visvamitra and the Construction of Brahmin Power in Hindu Mythology (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2015), 177-207.
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Social History in the Study of Indian Intellectual Cultures

The study of scholarly life is usually a matter of social and cultural history.
Historians of this stripe combine different forms of documentary evidence—
letters, biographies, portraits, diaries, normative manuals, literary
representations, land grants, tax records, inscriptions, and other material
sources—to reconstruct the social, cultural, and political context for intel-
lectual life. “Context” is similarly the buzzword for intellectual historians.
Intellectual contexts, or frameworks for discourse, enable historians of ideas
to make sense of what authors of texts were doing in writing them. The range
of such frameworks may vary by scale, and it is up to the intellectual histo-
rian to determine which contexts are the relevant ones for the production
of and intention behind ideas in specific times and places. To illustrate the
importance of context in the study of premodern scholarly life, let us take a
few brief examples from Europe, the Middle East, and China. In a sweeping
essay that sketches the contours of the Republic of Letters from the sixteenth
century onward, Anthony Grafton notes, “It is above all in the thousands of
surviving letters . . . that the outlines, highways and capitals of the Republic
can be glimpsed most vividly.*® Konrad Hirschler is similarly bullish about
his arguments about medieval Muslim scholarly culture because “for the
Middle Period we have a sufficient array of narrative, normative and doc-
umentary textual sources as well as illustrations that allow the study of such
reading practices in some detail.”*® And in an account of China’s “philological
turn” in the eighteenth century, Ori Sela is able to demonstrate how the intel-
lectual turns scholars took were connected to the social turns in their lives by
delineating “the intricate social networks of scholars, unraveling the social
contacts and environments that facilitated—materially, institutionally, and
intellectually—the exchange, circulation, and dissemination of contempora-
neous knowledge.*® Here, too, it is the many “letters, prefaces, postscripts,

38 Anthony Grafton, “A Sketch Map of a Lost Continent: The Republic of Letters,” Republics of
Letters: A Journal for the Study of Knowledge, Politics, and the Arts 1.1 (2009): 9.

39 Konrad Hirschler, The Written Word in the Medieval Arabic Lands: A Social and Cultural
History of Reading Practices (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2012), 5. This appears to have
been true of Mamluk Cairo in particular, as Jonathan Berkey confirms: “Multivolume contempo-
rary chronicles and biographical dictionaries . . . largely concerned with the education and careers
of academics, allow the social historian to reproduce the world of Muslim scholarship in the later
Middle Ages in finer detail than for any other premodern period.” Jonathan Berkey, The Transmission
of Knowledge in Medieval Cairo: A Social History of Islamic Education (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1992), 14.

40 Ori Sela, China’s Philological Turn: Scholars, Textualism, and the Dao in the Eighteenth Century
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2018), 14.

$20Z J8quBA0N $Z Uuo 1s8nb AQ gy68G/500q/woo dnoolwspese//:sdiy wol) papeojumoq



10 LOVE IN THE TIME OF SCHOLARSHIP

epitaphs, and tombstone inscriptions” preserved in scholarly biographies
that form valuable sources for these social networks.*! Even the laments that
pepper these studies seem like privileged complaints. Despite his energetic
study of the social conditions of science research in Ottoman Turkey, Harun
Kiiciik regrets, “We still know quite little about the professoriate in the ab-
sence of heavily contextualized statistical studies of seventeenth-century
ulema biographical dictionaries, which unfortunately lack any mention of
family wealth.”#? Out of these historical details come reflections on the con-
cept of scholarly habitus, or the structures of acquired, durable dispositions
that underlie particular practices, as developed by social theorists like Pierre
Bourdieu, Max Weber, and Norbert Elias.** Scholarly self-fashioning as
a subject of cultural history is enabled by the social data available for pre-
modern institutions of learning.**

There have been sophisticated studies of public intellectual culture, sub-
ject formation, institutions of learning, and the authorial self in premodern
India.*> Some have begun to identify the cultural markers of Sanskrit
scholarship, such as hermeneutical insincerity, affective responses to phil-
osophical novelty, and the moods attendant upon intellectual praxis.*
However, Sanskritists do not even dream of the resources available to their

41 Sela, China’s Philological Turn, 25.

42 Harun Kiigiik, Science without Leisure: Practical Naturalism in Istanbul, 1660-1732
(Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2020), 105. On the sources missed by Kiigiik, see Nir
Shafir, “The Almighty Akge: The Economics of Scholarship and Science in the Early Modern
Ottoman Empire,” Osmanli Arastirmalari/ The Journal of Ottoman Studies 58 (2021): 251-280. On a
richly documented case of scholarly precarity in Ottoman Turkey, see A. Tung $en, “The Emotional
Universe of Insecure Scholars in the Early Modern Ottoman Hierarchy of Learning,” International
Journal of Middle East Studies 53.2 (2021): 315-321.

43 Gadi Algazi, “Scholars in Households: Refiguring the Learned Habitus, 1480-1550,” Science in
Context 16.1-2 (2003): 13, n. 10.

# Richard Kirwan, ed., Scholarly Self-Fashioning and Community in the Early Modern University
(Farnham: Ashgate, 2013).

4 See, inter alia, Samuel Wright, A Time of Novelty: Logic, Emotion, and Intellectual Life in Early
Modern India, 15001700 c.e. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2021); Nabanjan Maitra, “The
Rebirth of Homo Vedicus: Monastic Governmentality in Medieval India” (Ph.D. diss., University
of Chicago, 2021); Talia Ariav and Naresh Keerthi, “Churning Selves: Intersecting Biographies
in the Nilakanthavijaya, Cracow Indological Studies 24.1 (2022): 29-60; Elaine Fisher, Hindu
Pluralism: Religion and the Public Sphere in Early Modern South India (Oakland: University of
California Press, 2017); Whitney Cox, Modes of Philology in Medieval South India (Leiden: Brill,
2017); Stoker, Polemics and Patronage; Rajeev Kinra, Writing Self, Writing Empire: Chandar Bhan
Brahman and the Cultural World of the Indo-Persian State Secretary (Oakland: University of
California Press, 2015); Christopher Minkowski, Rosalind O’Hanlon, and Anand Venkatkrishnan,
eds., Scholar-Intellectuals in Early Modern India (London: Routledge, 2015).

%6 See Yigal Bronner and Lawrence McCrea, First Words, Last Words: New Theories for Reading
Old Texts in Sixteenth-Century India (New York: Oxford University Press, 2021), 11, 30, 164-170;
Wright, A Time of Novelty, 15-18; Sonam Kachru, Other Lives: Mind and World in Indian Buddhism
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2021), 198.
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counterparts. “The Indologist,” says Pollock ruefully, “gazes with a mix-
ture of envy and self-pity on the richness of the social data for the history
of seventeenth-century European thought”¥’ For a variety of reasons, ac-
cording to Pollock, the social record of Sanskrit intellectuals has been left
“a virtual blank.*® Responses to the relative paucity of contextual data have
vacillated between despair and perseverance. Some say that it is nearly
impossible to answer even primary questions about the social history of
knowledge production in India.*’ Others (myself included) suggest, more
optimistically, that there is more information about individual intellectuals
than is commonly supposed, particularly when Sanskrit texts are paired with
documentary sources in vernacular languages.® Still others argue that we
can do more with less. The sheer proliferation of Sanskrit scholastic writing
means that we can read texts as “intrasystemic interventions,” effectively
providing their own contexts, which are literary or intellectual in character
rather than physical or sociopolitical.’! Each of these responses appeals to
the idea that context is indispensable to understanding content.>

What if we did things the other way around? That is, what if we allowed
content to reveal context? This is a practice that I call subtextual reading. It
is not very different from what philologists already do—which is to try to
understand other people’s minds—except that it takes the lack of contextual

47 Pollock, The Ends of Man, 80, n. 136.

8 Sheldon Pollock, “Is There an Indian Intellectual History? Introduction to “Theory and Method
in Indian Intellectual History,” Journal of Indian Philosophy 36.5 (2008): 537. Some of these factors
include “[tJhe non-textualization of life-events (birth, marriage, death); the absence of a political
absolutism whose cruel documentary invigilation over its own subjects was, in some small measure,
compensated for by the archival richness left to posterity; a climate that destroyed whatever was not
recopied every few generations; and, for the Sanskrit intellectual milieu, a constitutional disinclina-
tion to time-space localization and a cultural proscription of self-advertisement.”

4 Peter van der Veer, “Does Sanskrit Knowledge Exist?,” Journal of Indian Philosophy 36.5
(2008): 635.

50 Christopher Minkowski, Rosalind O’Hanlon, and Anand Venkatkrishnan, “Social History in
the Study of Indian Intellectual Cultures?,” South Asian History and Culture 6.1 (2015): 2. On moving
from context to text, by beginning with available historical documents and moving to contempo-
rary ideas, see Samuel Wright, “History in the Abstract: ‘Brahman-ness” and the Discipline of Nyaya
in Seventeenth-Century Varanasi,” Journal of Indian Philosophy 44.5 (2016): 1041-1069. Cf. Cox,
Modes of Philology, 160: “| W ]e need to account empirically for the diversity of institutional forums
in which textual scholarship was practiced, in order that then—and only then—it may become pos-
sible to venture inferences about the wider collective or individual projects in which these practices
were imbricated.”

5! Jonardon Ganeri, “Contextualism in the Study of Indian Intellectual Cultures,” Journal of Indian
Philosophy 36.5 (2008): 553-555.

52 See Quentin Skinner, Visions of Politics, vol. 1: Regarding Method (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2002). On the questionable assumptions that underwrite contextualism in the
history of ideas, see Peter E. Gordon, “Contextualism and Criticism in the History of Ideas,” in
Rethinking Modern European Intellectual History, ed. Darrin M. McMahon and Samuel Moyn
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 32-55.
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evidence not as a roadblock but as an opportunity. Subtextual reading means
reading behind or beneath the text to elucidate what is there in spirit though
not in the letter. The spirit that I am trying to invoke is the social world of the
scholar, shimmering before the reader who peers through the veils of abstrac-
tion. If reading from the bottom up reorients our relation to the archive, sub-
textual reading works at the archive’s limits. Whereas similar methods, such
as reading against the grain or contrapuntal reading, uncover sublimated
ideologies and resurrect excluded voices, subtextual reading is concerned
with the polyphony of the normative text. The author’s voice is itself plural,
incoherent, and fragmented. Subtextual reading dwells in the break. As
Marisa Fuentes explains, scholars who recover traces of the silenced past still
rely on archival fragments to reconstruct alternative narratives:

“Reading against the grain” is a concept that historians, feminist, literary,
post-colonial and interdisciplinary scholars have drawn on since at least
the 1980s. It’s a method that reads official archival accounts for traces of
marginalized voices and/or reading dominant voices for how they docu-
ment, conceptualize and represent the subaltern. But I think it still relies
on what is there in the document even as it offers an approach to “read be-
tween the lines” . .. I wanted to stretch the documents in order to accen-
tuate what might not be there while still keeping intact the integrity of the

documents.”?

In her study of enslaved women in colonial Barbados, Fuentes subverts the
methodological constraints of history to tell subaltern stories. I have al-
ready stated that this is not a project about the recovery of nonelite voices.
However, I am interested in thinking comparatively about “what might not
be there” in §astra and whether it is possible to “stretch the documents” to im-
agine them out of the text. In order to do so, I derive the concept of subtextual
reading from interdisciplinary reflections on the “analytical costs and limits
ofarchival mandates.”>* In particular, subaltern histories and histories of sex-
uality offer helpful analogies to think about Sanskrit sastra and its contextual
difficulties. I briefly invoke ways of knowing not traditionally associated with

3 See Emily Owens, “Enslaved Women, Violence, and the Archive: An Interview with Marisa
Fuentes,” AATHS, October 4, 2016, https://www.aaihs.org/enslaved-women-violence-and-the-arch
ive-an-interview-with-marisa-fuentes/.

5% Anjali Arondekar, For the Record: On Sexuality and the Colonial Archive in India (Durham: Duke
University Press, 2009), 5.
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the philological basis of Indology as a gesture of gratitude. Without learning
from those marginalized by the historical mainstream of academia, in-
cluding by my own discipline, I would not have been attuned to those on the
margins of the text.”® In subaltern studies, for instance, the colonial legal doc-
ument is an “untamed fragment” that resists the condition of contextuality,
of what went before and came after it. The legal apparatus is designed for
“detaching an experience from its living context and setting it up as an empty
positivity outside history””® Like the colonial monument, the colonial doc-
ument is an example of historical revisionism that tears the fabric of the past
and replaces the full story with a fragment. In this I find it akin to the Sanskrit
scholastic text. At the level of intellectual culture, it has been argued that the
ideological effects of sastra as theory are to naturalize and dehistoricize cul-
tural practices.”” On a formal level, too, the stylized conventions of the scho-
lastic genre set up a social and linguistic domain abstracted from the world of
everyday life, which appears only in order to supply the occasional example.
More important, what the Sanskrit text shares with coloniality is the force
of epistemological, physical, and psychological violence, or the inequalities
of caste and gender that Pollock has called “the great absent center at the
heart of classical Indian studies.”® This form of “precolonial colonialism”
wraps around itself the mantle of authority by displacing those who weave
its threads to the margins. The language of erasure, silence, occlusion, and
recovery likewise haunts the history of sexuality.’® Because queerness is
often transmitted covertly, its evidence is ephemeral, dappled with “traces,
glimmers, residues, and specks of things.”*® Contextual evidence is similarly
elusive in sastra. What interests me here is the possibility that everyday life,

55 On fractures of race and gender in the history of academic Indology in the United States, see
Anand Venkatkrishnan, “Skeletons in the Sanskrit Closet,” Religion Compass 15.5 (2021): 1-9;
Anand Venkatkrishnan, “Hidden Mirtis: The Sanskrit Students of Radcliffe College,” in Modern
Sanskrit: Dialogues Across Times, Spaces, and Religions, ed. Finnian Moore Gerety, Laurie Patton,
and Charles Preston (London: Routledge, forthcoming).

% Ranajit Guha, “Chandra’s Death,” in A Subaltern Studies Reader: 1986-1995, ed. Ranajit Guha
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1997), 37-38.

%7 Pollock, “The Theory of Practice and the Practice of Theory.

8 Sheldon Pollock, “Deep Orientalism? Notes on Sanskrit and Power beyond the Raj, in
Orientalism and the Postcolonial Predicament, ed. Carol A. Breckenridge and Peter van der Veer
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1993), 115. Cf. Vajpeyi, “Sidradharma and Legal
Treatments of Caste,” 159: “There is a complex story behind why and how Sanskrit discourses, es-
pecially those in the sastra mode, achieved this near-perfect repression of subalternity or indeed
alterity of any kind—in other words, what the linguistic, epistemological, and ideological features of
Sanskrit discursivity are that make it so perfectly an idiom of domination”

5 Arondekar, For the Record, 7.

€0 José Esteban Mufioz, “Ephemera as Evidence: Introductory Notes to Queer Acts,” Women &
Performance: A Journal of Feminist Theory 8.2 (1996): 10.
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hovering on the edges of the scholastic record, may be abundant in the do-
main of §dstra even as it “might not be there” Subordinated or appropriated
by the intellectual elite, the songs and stories of ordinary people leave echoes
in the lineaments of their thought. To read their writing subtextually is to
show that they were never alone or aloof. “[ Blehind the seductive rhythms of
their prose,” as Abhishek Kaicker writes of elite chroniclers in Mughal Delhi,
“it is still possible to hear a distant clamor from the streets”®!

To read subtext is a delicate endeavor. There is a long history of over-
reach in this regard, from Orientalists who inferred too much about so-
cial conditions from prescriptive texts, to Indologists who experimented
with psychoanalytic readings, to cultural historians who claimed that sen-
sitive readers, both past and present, could tell from the texture of a work
whether or not it was meant to be read as history.® When I read subtext in
sastra, I am specifically interested in how the markers of the personal in a
decidedly impersonal genre reveal the influence of and engagement with a
world that is ordinarily segregated from it, socially and intellectually. This is
a reading at the nexus of caste, religion, and the social in premodern India.
What happens when we insist that everyday religion permeates Sanskrit
sastra? One consequence is a greater awareness of the porousness and im-
purity of Brahmanism. For instance, we may become aware of the labor of
gender in Sanskrit knowledge. In early modern South India, for example,
the identification of regionality with the female body made a consideration
of gender central to formulating a vernacular Sanskrit.%® In a chapter on the
family in this book, I explore the writings of three generations of Brahmins
who established an influential scholarly household in early modern Banaras.
The genealogy that they reconstruct is entirely patrilineal, even as some of
their contemporaries acknowledged the increasing visibility of women in the
early modern scholarly household.®* These examples are invitations to better

61 Abhishek Kaicker, The King and the People: Sovereignty and Popular Politics in Mughal
Delhi (New York: Oxford University Press, 2020), 12. Although mine is not a microhistory,
I also appreciate the methodological reflections on how to account for “half-heard whispers” in
Nandini Chatterjee, Negotiating Mughal Law: A Family of Landlords across Three Indian Empires
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020), 225.

62 The last of these refers to the controversies around V. Narayana Rao, David Shulman, and Sanjay
Subrahmanyam, Textures of Time: Writing History in South India 1600-1800 (Delhi: Permanent
Black, 2001). See the critique by Sheldon Pollock, “Pretextures of Time,” History and Theory 46.3
(2007): 366-383, and the response by V. Narayana Rao, David Shulman, and Sanjay Subrahmanyam,
“A Pragmatic Response,” History and Theory 46.3 (2007): 409-427.

63 Kashi Gomez, “Sanskrit and the Labour of Gender in Early Modern South India,” Modern Asian
Studies 57.1 (2023): 167-194.

64 See James Benson, “Sarkarabhatta’s Family Chronicle: The Gadhivamsavarnana,” in The
Pandit: Traditional Scholarship in India, ed. Axel Michaels (New Delhi: Manohar, 2011), 105-118.
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understand Brahmanism’s story of itself, and the stories we have told about
its systems of knowledge. As scholars of this archive, we have an obligation to
annihilate its caste purity, to insist that it has always been otherwise.

To a reader who expects a historical study of religion in Sanskrit sastra,
topics such as provincializing Brahmanism, subtextual reading, and the
limits of the archive may seem outside the scope of this book. It may seem to
them that I have given an outsized importance to these matters considering
that the majority of the book, as I will explain in the remainder of this intro-
duction, carries out fairly conventional Indological work. A reader expecting
those topics to be more prominently featured in the body of the text may be
disappointed by this discrepancy. Let me address both readers by consid-
ering this introduction’s relationship with the work in the chapters. I have
written this introduction not to make large-scale methodological claims
about the sociology of knowledge that I set out to prove in the book, but
to attune the reader to the other things that might show up in the course
of my study. These are informed guesses, not provable claims; curiosity, not
ambition. My opening conceit was that this is a book about scholarly life.
Although the scholarship is what I focus on in the book, it is the life that
intrigues me. I emerged from the archive with questions—not answers—
about what lies behind the text apart from the big-picture social and political
context outside of it. What I found there matters to me beyond my disci-
plinary constraints. These absent presences are not central to the work at
all; they are in the margins, around corners, under covers. All I would like
to do is open up our reading enough to hear them. The motif of hearing is
laced throughout the book, and not always as metaphor. To the best of my
ability, as my translations show, I treat scholarly texts as conversations and
poetry as spoken word. The reader will find me thinking constantly about
what I have heard and not just read: a poet’s cry, a pilgrim’s song, a pen’s
scrape, a street’s bustle. What I am trying to do with the concept of subtextual
reading is not to stake a claim but to ask a question, to plant a seed, to issue
an invitation.® For those who want to read this book as a straightforward ac-
count of the Bhagavata Purana in Indian intellectual history, they may do so.
There may also be those who are not so occupied by the technical discoveries
of my research. I invite them to think further with me about what else might
be going on. Perhaps it is not only the nonelite, vernacular world that shapes

%5 On reasons as invitations, see Anthony Simon Laden, Reasoning: A Social Picture
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 31-38.
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elite thinking. Perhaps that is the wrong subtext entirely. I suggest that it is
one option. For those who have ears, let them listen.

A final note on the genealogy of subtextual reading should clarify the play-
fulness with which I intend to use it. It is not just a feature of the fields of
knowledge mentioned here. Indians did this all the time in more and less
formal ways. While premodern scholars of literature developed several
theories of secondary meaning that drew on concepts of figuration, sugges-
tion, and polysemy, some tried to show that the distinction was not between
false and true or primary and secondary meaning, but between true and
truer meaning. One did not have to read between the lines; the truth was in
the lines, in the multiple properties and depths of language itself.®® Others
speculated about the everyday life of writers based on ofthand comments
in their writing. In such stories, the poet Kalidasa took a sardonic question
from his wife and turned it into three major lyric poems, the playwright
Bhavabhiti cloaked an editorial critique in a seemingly innocuous comment
about the amount of lime in his paan, the love-thief Bilhana was imprisoned
for having an affair with a princess, and the grammarian Patafjali hated his
students.®” The majority of this book follows the empiricist imperatives of
intellectual history by supplying the greatest context possible to understand
the content of texts. But here and there, I also encourage a move from the
indicative to the subjunctive modality, from “what is” to “what if ?” Perhaps
this is less an innovation than a return to time-honored tradition.

Mimamsa, Vedanta, and the Bhagavata Purana

At the core of this book is an intellectual history of the Bhagavata Purana in
India from the fourteenth to the early eighteenth century. It demonstrates
how readers of the Bhagavata and participants in the wider world of bhakti
prompted reappraisals within two related systems of Sanskrit scriptural

 On attempts to read subtext by the seventeenth-century literary commentator Narayana,
see Andrew Ollett and Anand Venkatkrishnan, “Plumbing the Depths: Reading Bhavabhati in
Seventeenth Century Kerala,” Asiatische Studien/Etudes Asiatiques 76.3 (2022): 581-622.

7 On Kalidasa, see M. Krishnamachariar, History of Classical Sanskrit Literature
(Madras: Tirumalai-Tirupati Devasthanams Press, 1937), 99-100. On Bhavabhti, see V. Narayana
Rao and David Shulman, A Poem at the Right Moment: Remembered Verses from Premodern South
Asia (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998), 120-121, 143-145. On Bilhana, see Barbara
Stoler Miller, Phantasies of a Love-Thief (New York: Columbia University Press, 1971), 2. On
Patafjali, see Kottarathil Sankunni, Aithihyamaala: The Great Legends of Kerala, trans. Sreekumari
Ramachandran (Kozhikode: Mathrubhumi Books, 2011), 28-34.
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hermeneutics: Mimarhsa and Védanta. It also argues that there was a mostly
unrecognized Saiva reception of the Bhagavata Purana, in contrast to its ex-
clusive association with Vaisnava religious communities. A brief account of
each of these terms will provide the basis for discussing problems in their
historiography.

Mimamsa

Mimamsa, or “investigation,” was a hermeneutics of the Veda, the para-
digmatic corpus of Sanskrit Hindu scripture. Scholars of Mimarsa, or
Mimarhsakas, developed sophisticated theories of sentence-meaning in
order to understand the structure and function of the Veda. First articulated
in the form of aphorisms in Jaimini’s Mimamsa Sutras (200 BCE), the inter-
pretive principles of Mimarnsa were later elaborated upon by Sabara (fifth
century cg) and his commentators, Prabhakara and Kumarila Bhatta (sev-
enth century ce). Through these principles, Mimarhsakas defended the au-
thority of the Veda as the ritual arbiter of Brahmin life and argued that the
Veda was a uniquely valid source of knowledge about dharma, or, simply,
what one must do. They did so in response to critiques of the Veda and al-
ternative views on dharma enunciated by Buddhists, Jains, and other non-
Vedic groups. Mimarhsakas believed that the fundamental definition of
dharma was the Vedic sacrifice. According to them, the broad Brahmanical
tradition known as varnasrama dharma, a system of ritual, social, and eth-
ical norms indexed to caste and stage of life, could be derived only from Vedic
commands. In order to account for the multiplicity of Indic text traditions
that accorded religious authority to themselves, Mimamsakas developed
a hierarchy of Sanskrit scriptural genres. At the top of the hierarchy they
placed sruti, the unauthored, eternal Veda. Next, they approved of certain
human compositions called smyti, insofar as they conformed to and de-
rived from the Veda. The genre of smrti included the epic Mahabharata,
the prescriptive literature of varnasrama dharma, and the chronicles of an-
cient legends known as puranas. Finally, they ejected “divinely inspired”
scriptures, like the Agamas, outside the pale of respectable Brahmin society
altogether. Languages other than Sanskrit, in their view, were simply not ca-
pable of effectively communicating truth. Mimarhsa was also a classically
atheist tradition. It argued vehemently against the existence of an omniscient
creator-god, had no time for human pretensions to supernatural perception,
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and asserted that the Vedic gods were nothing but linguistic constructs.®®
The Mimarsa discourse of scriptural hierarchy, its sociolinguistic valoriza-
tion of Sanskrit, and its atheism would be challenged by the entrance of the
Bhagavata Purana into the scholastic domain.

Védanta

Another tradition of Vedic hermeneutics was called Véedanta, also known as
the “latter” Mimarhsa. On one level, Vedanta simply meant the Upanisads, the
“Vedas end.” The Upanisads reframed, reworked, and sometimes rejected the
values of Vedic ritual life. In the scholastic sense, however, Védanta was an ex-
egetical tradition that attempted to extract a coherent philosophical theology
from the Upanisads, the Bhagavad Gita, and the Brahma Siitras, a set of three
departure points called the prasthanatrayi. Védanta was at turns continuous
with and distinct from what it labeled its “prior” incarnation.® If the Mimarmsa
Sitras held that the Veda was fundamentally about dharma, ritual action
performed for a particular result, the Brahma Siitras claimed that the Veda
sought to communicate the knowledge of Brahman, the ultimate reality, from
which the whole universe came into being. According to Vedanta, Brahman was
the fundamental subject of the Upanisads, and knowledge of Brahman would
grant liberation from the cycle of death and rebirth. Acquiring that knowl-
edge, or jiiana, meant properly understanding the sentences of the Veda. This
required the selective application of Mimarhsa principles while subverting its
insistence that the complex of actions (karma) and results (phala) would lead
to beneficial ends.”

Several schools of Védanta formed around the interpretation of the
prasthanatrayi. In this book, I focus on Advaita Védanta, the “nondualist”
tradition of Védanta. According to Advaita Védanta, the liberating knowledge

% See Francis X. Clooney, “Why the Veda Has No Author: Language as Ritual in Early Mimarhsa
and Post-modern Theology,” Journal of the American Academy of Religion 55.4 (1987): 659-684;
Francis X. Clooney, “What’s a God? The Quest for the Right Understanding of devata in Brahmanical
Ritual Theory (mimamsa),” International Journal of Hindu Studies 1.2 (1997): 337-385; Lawrence
McCrea, “‘Just Like Us, Just Like Now”: The Tactical Implications of the Mimarsa Rejection of
Yogic Perception,” in Yogic Perception, Meditation, and Altered States of Consciousness, ed. Eli Franco
(Wien: Verlag der Osterreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 2009), 55-70.

® See Johannes Bronkhorst, ed., Mimamsa and Vedanta: Interaction and Continuity
(Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 2007).

70 On the selective appropriation of Mimarhsa in Advaita Védanta, see Aleksandar Uskokov,
“Deciphering the Hidden Meaning: Scripture and the Hermeneutics of Liberation in Early Advaita
Vedanta” (Ph.D. diss., University of Chicago, 2018).
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of the Upanisads was that Atman, the self, was fundamentally not different
from Brahman. More than that, any hint of plurality or differentiation in the
world was a superimposition resulting from ignorance (avidya), like a snake
erroneously seen in place of a rope, neither wholly real nor unreal. Famously,
Advaitins called this inexplicable power that simultaneously veiled nondual
reality and projected the everyday world an “illusion” (maya). As with the
atheism of classical Mimarhsa, the nondualist reading of Védanta left little
room for a personal, embodied god, possessed of attributes, who would
be unsuited to the forbidding austerity of the formless, partless, undiffer-
entiated Brahman. However, unlike in Mimarhsa, the range of sources for
Advaita Vedanta were broader than the Vedic canon. It is important both to
distinguish and to discern the overlaps between “classical Advaita Védanta”
and “greater Advaita Védanta.”’! In its “classical” sense, Advaita Védanta was
an exegetical tradition centered around a canon of Sanskrit philosophical
texts. In the “greater” sense, it included genres of poetry and prayer, vernac-
ular works, and eclectic, nonphilosophical works that spanned languages
and religions.”” We find the Bhdgavata Purana occupying a space in the
interstices.

The Bhagavata Purana

The Bhagavata Purana belongs to the Sanskrit genre of purana, ancient
legend, usually read in tandem with the epics, or itihasa. Perhaps because
of their broad doctrinal scope, the puranas were significant sources of the-
ological inspiration for different religious communities. Not only were they
cited in support of different theological arguments, but also they attracted
prose commentaries of their own. While Mimarhsakas clumped the itihdsa
and purana together as part of the body of Hindu texts known as smrti, the
Bhagavata billed itself as being another Veda, or sruti. Written in twelve
cantos over the course of the first millennium, the Bhagavata was a narra-
tive, devotional, and philosophical treatment of the life of the god Krsna. It
was subsequently translated, explicated, painted, and performed throughout
the subcontinent, becoming one of the most influential Hindu scriptures

71 Michael Allen, The Ocean of Inquiry: Niscaldas and the Premodern Origins of Modern Hinduism
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2022).

72 See the essays in the special issue “Pluralizing the Non-Dual: Multilingual Approaches to
Advaita Vedanta, 1560-1847,” Journal of Indian Philosophy 48.1 (2020).
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of modern times. Although the Bhagavata resembled other puranas by in-
cluding tales of the creation and destruction of the universe, genealogies of
kings, and stories of human desire and fallibility, it was distinguished by its
poetic celebration of and philosophical meditation on Krsna as God incar-
nate. The Bhagavata was fascinated by the paradox of a transcendent absolute
who simultaneously appeared on earth to play with his lovers. In its volumi-
nous tenth canto, the Bhagavata lavished attention on the life of Krsna from
childhood onward, endowing him with a number of qualities that would be
repeated by poets and singers in many languages: his dark hue resembling
dense gathering clouds, his boyish charm and penchant for leaving lovers
behind, his disregard for social mores, his resistance to injustice and old
ways, his inscrutable smile, and his ultimate identity with Brahman. The
Bhagavata’s stories served a specific purpose: to cultivate bhakti for God in
order to relieve the suffering of ordinary life.

The legend of Krsna had gone through multiple iterations by the time it
reached the Bhdgavata. He played multiple roles in the epic Mahabharata
where he was both Machiavellian strategist and philosophical sage. While his
more humble beginnings as a cowherd were narrated in the Harivamsa, an
appendix to the Mahabharata, he was identified with the supreme god Visnu
in the Bhagavad Gita and the Visnu Purana.” Inscriptional and architectural
evidence for the origins of Krsna indicates the flourishing of a cult dedicated
to Bhagavan, “the blessed one,” from the early centuries CE in northern India.
When it came to the Tamil South, this “Bhagavata” tradition mingled with
local religious cultures and literatures, including the poetry of the Alvars,
who composed devotional poetry in Tamil.”* Evidence for the southern
provenance of the Bhdgavata Purana as a text has come from a reading of
its multiple layers alongside the architectural projects of the Pallava kings,
though some have contested the interpretation of this evidence.”> Other
South Indian texts dedicated to Visnu include the Agamas, scriptures of early

73 Simon  Brodbeck, Krishna’s Lineage: The Harivamsha of Vyasas Mahabharata
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2019); Freda Matchett, Krsna: Lord or Avatara? The
Relationship between Krsna and Visnu (Richmond: Curzon, 2001).

74 On the ambivalent presence of Krsna in Tamil Buddhist and Jain literature, see Anne Monius,
“Dance before Doom: Krishna in the Non-Hindu Literature of Early Medieval South India,
in Alternative Krishnas: Regional and Vernacular Variations on a Hindu Deity, ed. Guy L. Beck
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 2005), 139-149.

75 See Hardy, Viraha-Bhakti, 486-488. On the southern provenance, see D. Dennis Hudson,
Krishna’s Mandala: Bhagavata Religion and Beyond, ed. John Stratton Hawley (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2010), 125-140. For a dissenting view, see Edwin F. Bryant, “The Date and
Provenance of the Bhagavata Purana and the Vaikuntha Perumal Temple,” Journal of Vaishnava
Studies 11.1 (2002): 51-80, and Gupta and Valpey, The Bhagavata Purana, 13.
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Pancaratra and Vaikhanasa ritual, cosmology, and “yogico-ascetic-cum-
devotional” practices.”® Although the Vaisnava Agamas were technically out-
side the Vedic canon as defined by Mimarnsa, they came to possess a close
relationship with the Brahmanical tradition of Védanta. The encounter of
these ritual, narrative, and philosophical traditions with the emotional po-
etry of the Alvars would eventuate in the Bhagavata Purana. Together, they
came to define bhakti as love for an embodied, enchanting God.””

The narratives and motifs of the Bhagavata appeared frequently in both
Sanskrit and regional-language bhakti poetry. Poets often identified them-
selves as Krsna’s intimate devotees with reference to legendary figures from
the Bhagavata. Compared to previous iterations of yogic-ascetic bhakti, the
Bhagavata described bhakti with intensely physical language. One could de-
velop all kinds of emotional relationships with God: as a friend, a lover, a
mother, a servant, a child, a confidant. The mere thought of this intimate
presence in one’s life, someone who had come only to soothe the pain of
worldly life, could prompt uncontrollable outpourings of emotion and invol-
untary gestures. Krsna himself explained what this form of bhakti entailed:

If your body doesn’t bristle, if your mind doesn’t melt,

if you're unable to weep with tears of ecstasy,

if you don’t have any bhakti, then how do you expect
your heart will stand a chance of being pure?

If your voice does wobble, if your heart does dissolve,

if you go on crying, and then turn around and laugh,

if you sing and if you dance shamelessly, in love with me,
you'll be the one to purify the world.”®

Despite its associations with Vaisnavism, the Bhagavata’s concept of bhakti
overlapped significantly with Saiva literature, in particular the Sivadharma
corpus, which was dedicated to the god Siva. The affective dimensions of
bhakti that many scholars believed were unique to the Bhagavata—hairs

76 Gérard Colas, “History of Vaisnava Traditions: An Esquisse,” in The Blackwell Companion to
Hinduism, ed. Gavin Flood (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2003), 233.

77 SeeHardy, Viraha-Bhakti,and Adalbert Gail, Bhaktiim Bhagavatapurana: Religionsgeschichtliche
Studie zur Idee des Gottesliebe in Kult und Mystik des Visnuismus (Wiesbaden: Otto
Harrassowitz, 1969).

78 Bhagavata Purana 11.14.23-24. For the vulgate edition of the Bhagavata 1 use
§rimadbhdgavatamaha‘pum’nam: Malamatram (Gorakhpur: Gita Press, 1953). All translations are
mine unless indicated otherwise.
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rising on end, tears of ecstasy, the overwhelming experience of divine
presence—were part of a language of bhakti shared by Saiva and Vaisnava
traditions.”” And although many readers believed that the primary message
of the Bhagavata was bhakti for the embodied Krsna with all his attributes,
the text itself bore affinities with the classical tradition of Advaita Védanta,
representing a kind of “Advaitic theism”*® Saivism and Advaita Védanta
often represent a foil for the Bhagavata tradition, the first because it is not
Vaisnavism, and the second because it is ostensibly nontheistic. They prompt
us to revisit the historiography of the Bhagavata in some more detail.

A History of Reception

Although it would eventually become the scripture par excellence for
Vaisnava bhakti traditions, the Bhdgavata attracted little attention until
well into the second millennium. Given its connections to the world of
South Indian Vaispavism, one might have expected a substantive engage-
ment with the Bhagavata in the writings of Ramanuja (eleventh century)
and Madhva (thirteenth century), founders of the Visistadvaita and Dvaita
schools of Védanta. Both Ramanuja, philosopher of the Srivaisnava tradi-
tion originating in Tamilnadu, and Madhva, founder of his own Vaisnava
sect in western Karnataka, had ties to temple traditions centered on the ritual
worship of Visnu. They believed that Visnu was the ultimate reality, imma-
nent insofar as the universe was suffused with his presence, but transcendent
in that, as human beings, we represent only a part of his majesty, like the
sparks of a flame. The Bhagavata, however, does not seem to have played a
major role in the development of their theologies. According to Ramanuja,
only the Visnu Purana was “accepted without dissent by all educated people
in the East, North, South, and the West because it alone is sufficient in
establishing all dharmas and all categories of reality®! Even his illustrious
follower Vedanta Désika (thirteenth century) cared less about the Bhagavata

7 Jason Schwartz, “Caught in the Net of Sastra: Devotion and Its Limits in an Evolving Saiva
Corpus,” Journal of Hindu Studies 5.2 (2012): 210-231. Cf. V. Raghavan, “The Sata Sarhhita,” Annals
of the Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute 22 (1941): 250-251.

80 Daniel Sheridan, The Advaitic Theism of the Bhagavata Purana (Delhi: Motilal
Banarsidass, 1986).

81 Sucharita Adluri, “Defining Sruti and Smrti in Rimanuja’s Vedanta;” Journal of Vaishnava
Studies 15.1 (2006): 209. See Johannes van Buitenen, Ramanuja’s Vedarthasamgraha: Introduction,
Critical Edition, and Annotated Translation (Poona: Deccan College Postgraduate and Research
Institute, 1956), 140, 262 (translation with my modifications).
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and more about theorizing and exemplifying specifically Srivaisnava
forms of devotion. For example, Védanta Desika’s Sanskrit praise-poem,
the Mahaviravaibhava, though inspired by Tamil panegyric used by the
Alvars, was dedicated to Rama in a spirit of respectful devotion, far from the
erotic mood of Krsna-centered bhakti preferred by the Bhagavata.®* As for
Madhva, his essay on the Bhagavata, the Bhagavatatatparyanirnaya, was a
series of exemplary verses deployed to support his maverick theological vi-
sion. Madhva commented with extreme brevity on selected verses from each
chapter of the Bhagavata and followed these glosses with long quotations
from several sources, many of which were famously “unknown” to his other
Védanta contemporaries.® If the Bhagavatatatparyanirnaya had any impact
on the Sanskrit intellectual world, it did not reach far beyond his own com-
munity until perhaps the synthesizing efforts of the Gaudiya Vaisnava theo-
logian Jiva Gosvami in the sixteenth century.

Conspicuously missing from this account is the role that votaries of
Advaita Védanta may have played in the transmission of the Bhdagavata.
There are a few reasons why this may be the case. First, the traditions of
Védanta that affiliated themselves with Vaisnava theology were histor-
ically hostile to Advaita, from those of Ramanuja and Madhva to those of
Vallabha and Caitanya in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, who were
more directly influenced by the Bhagavata. These traditions and the texts
they valued, according to the logic of histories of Indian philosophy, were
properly theistic in nature, in contradistinction to the necessarily nontheistic
implications of nondual Advaita Védanta: a classic and insurmountable dis-
tinction between monotheism and monism.3* A second reason is less philo-
sophical than sectarian. From the fourteenth century onward in the South
of India, philosophical differences between Advaitins and their opponents

82 Ajay Rao, Refiguring the Ramayana as Theology: A History of Reception in Premodern India
(London: Routledge, 2015), 110.

83 See Roque Mesquita, Madhvas Unknown Literary Sources: Some Observations (New
Delhi: Aditya Prakashan, 2000).

84 Some histories of Indian philosophy segregate Vaisnava Védanta thought from Advaita
Védanta on these grounds. See, e.g., Surendranath Dasgupta, A History of Indian Philosophy,
vol. 4 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1961); R. Balasubramanian, ed., Theistic
Vedanta (New Delhi: Centre for Studies in Civilizations, 2003). Cf. Andrew Nicholson, Unifying
Hinduism: Philosophy and Identity in Indian Intellectual History (New York: Columbia University
Press, 2010), 75: “[T]he Vedantic teachings presented in the Puranas are generally not com-
patible with the teachings of Sankara and, instead, have more in common with Ramanuja and
Vijianabhiksu. ... It should therefore not be surprising that Advaita Vedantins less frequently quote
the Puranas. For Vedantins of other affiliations, however, the Puranas stand side-by-side with the
Bhagavad Gita as the most important smyti texts.”
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also came to be structured around Saiva and Vaisnava religious identities.
The early history of the Vijayanagara Empire in medieval South India, for
example, demonstrates how a new Brahmanical form of Advaita was fash-
ioned to fit a Saiva political regime and monastic project.®* This regime of
Advaita Védanta, also known as “Smarta” Brahmanism, was displaced by the
Vaisnava preferences of subsequent dynasties in the region and would set
the stage for social and philosophical disputation in South India for the next
few centuries.®¢ Scholarly attempts to study Advaita Védanta and Vaisnavism
together either proclaim Advaita Védanta as inherently nonsectarian,
downplaying its social contexts, or seek common philosophical ground be-
tween two identities defined as historically contradictory.”

But what are we talking about when we talk about Advaita Védanta? Even
in its classical dimensions, Advaita Védanta was a shifting, splintered tradi-
tion, a sprawling banyan tree with a mesh of roots, sometimes intersecting,
sometimes leading nowhere, sometimes of indiscernible origin. To restrict
Advaita to “Sankara’s Advaita,” or to use his as the model against which
all else is to be measured, reduces other texts and interpreters that exhibit
Advaita affinities to bit players in Advaita history, or players who are not fol-
lowing the rules. To the more specific problem of Advaita and Vaisnavism,
Sankara himself probably belonged to a South Indian Vaisnava milieu, as did
many of the texts contested by Advaita and non-Advaita scholars, including
parts of the Visnu Purana and the Bhagavata Purana.®® Aleksandar Uskokov
has shown that the Bhagavata Purana itself layered bhakti over the soteri-
ology of Advaita Vedanta, specifically the version of Advaita presented by
Sankara and his followers.® Moreover, the fact that Rimanuja and Madhva
were contending with Advaita even in their puranic exegeses leads us to infer
the contemporary existence of Advaitic interpretations.”

85 Matthew Clark, The Dasanami-Samnyasis: The Integration of Ascetic Lineages into an Order
(Leiden: Brill, 2006), 177-226. See also Maitra, “The Rebirth of Homo Vedicus.”

86 See Stoker, Polemics and Patronage, 45-72. Cf. Fisher, Hindu Pluralism.

87 For the former, see T. M. P. Mahadevan, ed., Preceptors of Advaita (Secunderabad: Sri Kanchi
Kamakoti Sankara Mandir, 1968); Krishna Sharma, Bhakti and the Bhakti Movement: A New
Perspective (New Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal Publishers, 1987). For the latter, see Bradley
Malkovsky, The Role of Divine Grace in the Soteriology of Sarikaracarya (Boston: Brill, 2001); Lance
Nelson, “Theological Politics and Paradoxical Spirituality in the Life of Madhusadana Sarasvati,”
Journal of Vaishnava Studies 15.2 (2007): 19-34.

88 Paul Hacker, “Relations of Early Advaitins to Vaisnavism,” in Philology and Confrontation: Paul
Hacker on Traditional and Modern Vedanta, ed. Wilhelm Halbfass (Albany: SUNY Press, 1995), 35.

89 Aleksandar Uskokov, “The Black Sun That Destroys Inner Darkness: Or, How Badarayana
Became Vyasa,” Journal of the American Oriental Society 142.1 (2022): 63-92. Cf. Gail, Bhakti im
Bhagavatapurana, 93: “Das BhP beweist, daf§ Sankaras Monismus mit der Liebesidee vereinbar ist.

0 On Ramanuja’s reconstructions of Advaitic readings of the Visnu Purana, see Sucharita Adluri,
Textual Authority in Classical Indian Thought: Ramanuja and the Visnu Purana (London: Routledge,
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One of the earliest and most popular commentaries on the Bhdgavata
was written around the fourteenth century by Sridhara Svami, who lived
in Orissa.”! Seldom studied in his own right, Sridhara is often considered a
predecessor of the Gaudiya Vaisnava tradition, which began to take shape in
the sixteenth century. Inspired by the public devotional practices of the char-
ismatic preacher Caitanya, particularly singing the name of God, Gaudiya
Vaisnavas sought to reconstruct the verylandscapes of bhaktiimagined in the
Bhagavata Purana, moving from Bengal in the East to Braj in the North to
walk on the same ground where their god had once played. Gaudiya Vaisnava
theologians like Jiva Gosvami synthesized Caitanya’s bhakti sensibilities
with the exegetical tradition of Védanta. In spite of his intense dislike of
nondualist metaphysics, Jiva was interested in repurposing technical lan-
guage from Advaita Vedanta. This was perhaps because the two traditions,
especially in social terms, were closer than the Gosvamis might have liked
to let on. Scholars often distance Sridhara from Sankara’s Advaita and in-
stead locate him halfway toward Gaudiya Vaisnava thought.?? Sridhara’s own
version of Advaita is demonstrably different from Sankara’s Advaita, at least
in its refusal to engage with theories of avidya and maya, which are held to
be definitive of pure scholastic Advaita Védanta.” Jiva Gosvami’s own view
was that Advaita is one thing and Vaisnavism quite another. Therefore,
he claimed, Sridhara was trying to move away from classical Advaita by
bringing other Advaitins into the properly Vaisnava fold. But the spectrum of

2015), 11. For the claim that Madhva was contending with nondualist readings of the Bhagavata
Purana, see B.N. K. Sharma, History of the Dvaita School of Vedanta and Its Literature (Delhi: Motilal
Banarsidass, 1961), 128-130.

91 See P. K. Gode, “Date of Sridharasvamin, Author of the Commentaries on the Bhagavata
Purana and Other Works—Between c. A.D. 1350 and 1450, in Studies in Indian Literary History,
vol. 2 (Bombay: Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, 1954), 169-175. Writers in the sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries claimed that classical Advaitins like Citsukha and even Sankara had authored
commentaries on the Bhagavata. Others, however, retorted that there was little to no proof for the
existence of these commentaries. See Christopher Minkowski, “I'll Wash Out Your Mouth with My
Boot: A Guide to Philological Argument in Mughal-Era Banaras,” in Epic and Argument: Essays in
Honor of Robert P. Goldman, ed. Sheldon Pollock (New Delhi: Manohar, 2010), 123-124.

92 See Daniel P. Sheridan, “Sridhara and His Commentary on the Bhdagavata Purana;’ Journal of
Vaishnava Studies 2.3 (1994): 45-66; Ravi M. Gupta, The Caitanya Vaisnava Vedanta of Jiva Gosvami
(London: Routledge, 2007), 65-84; Okita, Hindu Theology in Early Modern South Asia, 63-123;
Ravi M. Gupta, “Why Sridhara? The Makings of a Successful Sanskrit Commentary,” Religions 11.9
(2020): 1-14.

%3 See Gupta, The Caitanya Vaisnava Vedanta of Jiva Gosvami, 70. Cf. Lance Nelson, “Bhakti
Preempted: Madhusiidana Sarasvati on Devotion for the Advaitin Renouncer,” Journal of Vaishnava
Studies 6.1 (1998): 71, n. 5: “Sridhara Swamin (ca. 1350-1450)—nominally an Advaitin but sympa-
thetic to devotion, was sufficiently influenced by Vaisnavism to accept a plurality of souls and a more
realistic interpretation of Sakti than Sankara. He therefore cannot be considered a true non-dualist.”
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Vaisnava Advaita may well have extended from Sankara through to Sridhara.
Who Sridhara was cannot be determined retroactively and without a wider
perspective on the Bhagavata’s rise to prominence.

The Bhdagavata was also a source of inspiration for two scholars of
the thirteenth century who worked for the Yadava court in the western
Deccan: Vopadéva and Hémadri, authors of the Bhagavatamuktaphala
and Kaivalyadipika commentary on it. The Muktaphala is more or less a
compilation of stanzas from the Bhagavata interspersed with explanatory
notes. Organized into four sections, the Muktaphala addresses the object
of religious affection, namely Visnu, the exalted status of bhakti, the mate-
rial practices of worship, and the characteristics of the devotee. The work is
perhaps the first of its kind to offer a typology of bhakti and its practitioner
that was directly adapted from the Bhagavata. The Kaivalyadipika, on the
other hand, is a notoriously difficult and opaque work, a proper reading of
which requires its contextualization in the thought-world of contemporary
Maharashtra.”* There was also a tradition of premodern philological dispute
that considered Vopadéva to have been the author of the Bhagavata itself.”
Whatever the motivations behind these accusations, the memory of the
Bhagavata taking shape in Maharashtra reflects a renewed emphasis on the
text at this time. Like Sridhara, Vopadeva and Hemadri were Advaitins of a
sort.? Also like Sridhara, they are primarily remembered for their influence
on the Gaudiya Vaisnavas, in the domain of Sanskrit aesthetics (alamka-
rasastra).’’ By the second millennium, the discourse of alamkarasastra had
begun to move from purely formal considerations to questions of content
and reader-response. Beginning in Kashmir in the ninth century, theorists
argued that the concept of rasa, or aestheticized emotion, was not simply
an incidental feature of a poetic or dramatic work but its very telos. They
included nine canonical rasas: the erotic (srrigara), comic (hasya), tragic
(karuna), violent (raudra), heroic (vira), frightening (bhayanaka), dis-
gusting (bibhatsa), wondrous (adbhuta), and calming (santa). In their
writing, Vopadéva and Hémadri added a tenth: bhaktirasa. The aesthetic

%4 For such a reading, and for a magisterial account of this thought-world, see Chapter 11, “Staging
Devotional Advaita in Thirteenth-Century Maharashtra,” in Schwartz, “Ending the Saiva Age,
1763-1955.

% See Minkowski, “I'll Wash Out Your Mouth with My Boot”

% V. Raghavan, “Bopadeva,” in Ramayana, Mahabharata, and Bhagavata Writers, ed. V. Raghavan
(New Delhi: Publications Division, Ministry of Information and Broadcasting, 1978), 122-134.

%7 Neal Delmonico, “Sacred Rapture: A Study of the Religious Aesthetic of Rupa Gosvamin”
(Ph.D. diss., University of Chicago, 1990), 164-175.
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experience oflove for God, they claimed, was not just another rasa but rather
the paradigmatic rasa which could be experienced through all the other nine.
In their view, the Bhagavata Purana exemplified bhaktirasa, a special delight
produced in the hearts of listeners as they relished the stories of God and his
lovers. Eventually, the Gaudiya Vaisnavas would develop this idea into a full-
fledged theory of religious aesthetics.

But just how Vaisnava was the idea of bhaktirasa? This brings us to the
specter of Saivism that haunts the Bhagavata and its reception. I understand
Saivism here as a religion with its own corpus of scriptural revelations (agama
or tantra), practices of formal initiation (diksa), ritual formulae (mantra),
rules of conduct (acara), and doctrines of liberation (mukti), that sometimes
rejected and sometimes accommodated itself to Vedic Brahmanism.’® Most
relevant for this book is the tradition of Saiva nondualist philosophical the-
ology known as Pratyabhijfia. Saiva nondualism was not the same as Advaita
Védanta. Pratyabhijia theologians traced their thinking to non-Vedic Saiva
scriptures. Developed in tenth- and eleventh-century Kashmir by scholars
like Utpaladéva, Abhinavagupta, and Ksémaraja, the path to salvation in
Pratyabhijfia was the recognition that one was none other than the great
deity Siva, forever entwined with his partner Sakti, a dynamic, blissful pres-
ence that suffused the universe and contained all phenomena. Pratyabhijia
theology belonged to the Trika cult of goddess worship, which spread to
South India by the twelfth century as the worship of the beautiful goddess
Tripurasundari.®® With the transmission of the Saiva and Sakta traditions of
Kashmir to South India, there also came about an attempt to link Sankara the
classical Advaitin with their ritual and theological traditions. People began
to attribute to Sankara authorship of Sakta hymns like the Saundaryalahari
and ritual manuals like the Praparicasara, which probably date from around
the thirteenth century in Orissa.!%” Some of the earliest hagiographies of

% For a general overview, see Alexis Sanderson, “Saivism and the Tantric Traditions.” in The
World’s Religions, ed. Stewart Sutherland et al. (London: Routledge, 1988), 660-704.

% See Anya Golovkova, “The Forgotten Consort: The Goddess and Kamadeva in the Early
Worship of Tripurasundari,” International Journal of Hindu Studies 24.1 (2020): 87-106; Douglas
Renfrew Brooks, Auspicious Wisdom: The Texts and Traditions of Srividya Sakta Tantrism in South
India (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1992).

190 On the date and provenance of the Praparicasara, see Alexis Sanderson, “Atharvavedins in
Tantric Territory: The Angirasakalpa Texts of the Oriya Paippaladins and Their Connection with
the Trika and the Kalikula, with Critical Editions of the Parajapavidhi, the Paramantravidhi, and
the *Bhadrakali-mantravidhiprakarana, in The Atharvaveda and Its Paippalada Sakha: Historical
and Philological Papers on a Vedic Tradition, ed. Arlo Griffiths and Annette Schmiedchen
(Aachen: Shaker Verlag, 2007), 230-233.
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Sankara were composed around the fourteenth century in Kaficipuram,
Tamil Nadu. These stories concluded with Sankaras establishment of
a sricakra, an esoteric symbol of the goddess, at the heart of the Kamaksi
Kamakoti temple. This imbrication of Sakta ritual and Advaita philosophy
set the stage for the intellectual and religious alliances between the Brahmin
communities and monastic institutions of Kaficipuram in the seventeenth
century and beyond.!%!

Pratyabhijiia theologians were also interested in bhakti and the aes-
thetic theories of Sanskrit literary culture. Not only was it the case that
Saiva descriptions of emotionally intense bhakti mirrored the Bhagavata’s
own; concepts of bhaktirasa were incipient in the Sanskrit praise-poetry,
or stotras, written by Saivas in Kashmir from the tenth century onward.'%2
Although not directly linked to Sanskrit aesthetics in its early forms, the
use of the term bhaktirasa in Saiva poetry was ambiguous enough that
Abhinavagupta felt compelled to argue against its inclusion among the ca-
nonical rasas. And it was precisely Abhinavagupta’s position that the authors
of the Muktaphala and Kaivalyadipika resisted. Saiva theories of bhaktirasa
were not just developed through readings of Saiva texts; they also emerged
from a poetic and scholastic engagement with the Bhagavata Purana. For
some readers, the Bhagavata was the nexus of many different religious, lit-
erary, and philosophical interests: Saiva theology, Vaisnava bhakti, Advaita
philosophy, and Sanskrit aesthetics. In this book, I provide an alternative
reception history of the Bhagavata with attention to these relatively minor
thinkers.!%%

From the fourteenth to the eighteenth centuries, Saivas and Advaitins
laid claim to the Bhagavata in ways irreducible to the dominant historio-
graphical modes reconstructed above. The paradox of nondualist bhakti is
understood best not as a doctrinal problem but as a hermeneutical ques-
tion. It reveals connections between texts and people who do not fit within
the religious and philosophical boundaries assigned to them. By expanding
our sense of these boundaries, by reading bhakti from the bottom up, we
may find that Sanskrit sastra was reshaped by the presence of those on its
margins.

101 Fisher, Hindu Pluralism, 57-98.

102 Stainton, Poetry as Prayer, 231-264.

103 On “greater” and “lesser” thinkers in the history of philosophy, see Randall Collins, The
Sociology of Philosophies (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2012), 12-15.
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Chapter Outline

Each chapter in this book addresses a different but related historiograph-
ical and hermeneutical problem in the Bhdagavata tradition. In the process,
I ask questions about the textual and extratextual sources that influenced
scholarly writing in the disciplines of Mimarhsa and Védanta. I find evi-
dence for those sources both in the context of that writing and in its forms
of subtext, including signature expressions, rambling asides, and unusual
preoccupations. Ultimately, I argue that the religion of bhakti introduced
subtle, differentiated, and identifiable changes in the conventions of Brahmin
scholarly life.

Chapter 1, “Across the Nilgiris,” reassesses the historiographical as-
sumption that the Bhagavata was primarily the purview of Vaisnava re-
ligious communities. This requires a geographical reorientation. Instead
of jumping from Tamil Nadu northward, as if to follow the route mapped
by the Bhagavata Mahdatmya, a late introduction appended to the text, we
move across the Western Ghats to Kerala.!% From at least the fourteenth
century, a cluster of Saiva ascetics in north and central Kerala were reading
the Bhagavata as well. Influenced by the ritual, poetic, and philosophical
traditions of Pratyabhijia Tantrism, these Malayali monks believed that
Vaisnava bhakti and classical Advaita philosophy could enhance, rather than
contradict, their commitments to nondualist Saivism. The Bhagavata was
the perfect site for all these interests to coincide. Unlike the conflicts between
Saivism and Vaisnavism that would condition much of the social and polit-
ical life of premodern South India, the two traditions were far more symbi-
otic in Kerala. The Bhagavata commentarial tradition produced on the text
in Kerala attests to this mutuality. It was distinctive to the region, however,
and bore little resemblance to the mainstream. This alternative history has
gone virtually unrecognized, but it has implications for the later trajectories
of the Bhagavata.

I also argue that in Kerala, the Bhdagavata became the public face of
private, esoteric, initiation-based practices. For the poetry and scholar-
ship produced by the Kerala ascetics also betrayed the influence of re-
gional contestations over temple space, caste prerogatives, and antinomian

104 See John Stratton Hawley, “The Bhagavata-Mahatmya in Context,” in Patronage and
Popularisation, Pilgrimage and Procession, ed. Heidi Pauwels (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz,
2009), 81-100.
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spirituality. The premodern polities of northern Kerala involved complex
negotiations of power between Brahmin, martial, and lower castes, often
mediated by the ritual work of Sakta religion. The scholastic writings studied
in this chapter reflect the structural correspondences and conflicts between
Brahmanical and Tantric religion that cut across the caste-configured social
order. The itinerary of our Saiva ascetics suggests that they were involved in
the changing relationship between elite and nonelite religious communities
at this time. Their lives appear before us through both the context and sub-
text of their writing.

Chapter 2, “The Name of God in the World of Men,” pursues the rela-
tionship between elite and nonelite bhakti practices by focusing on one
example: singing the name of God. Instead of either positing continuity
or differentiating among all modes of performing this act, I argue that
we should read Sanskrit scholastic discourse on singing the name of God
from the bottom up. In other words, scholarly writing on the subject was
responding not only to the example of the Bhagavata and other Sanskrit
texts but also to the wider world of subaltern religious practice. The chapter
follows the trajectory of a single book by one of the Kerala scholars, called
the Bhagavannamakaumudi or “The Moonlight of God’s Name.” It answers
the following questions: How did readers of the Bhagavata rethink the dis-
course of scriptural authority? How was the Kaumudi adopted by different
religious communities? and Why did a scholarly monograph feature in the
cultural memory of a tradition of Brahmin musical performance?

The Kaumudi presented a radical and unprecedented claim in the history
of scriptural interpretation. Drawing inspiration from the Bhagavata’s claims
to Vedic status, and possibly from Saiva discourse on authoritative speech,
the author of the Kaumudi argued that statements in the purana were just
as valid as Vedic utterances. Although the Mimarhsa tradition had relegated
the puranas to a supporting role, the author of the Kaumudi believed that
puranic claims should be taken seriously in their own right, especially when
they involved the power of God’s name. As such, the Kaumudi made an
important yet unrecognized intervention in Sanskrit intellectual history.
Its social and cultural history was no less significant. At roughly contem-
poraneous moments in the sixteenth century, both Advaita Védantins and
Gaudiya Vaisnavas in northern India, often depicted as intractably opposed,
laid claim to the Kaumudi as a source of theological inspiration. And only a
century or so later, the Kaumudi made its way back down south, where the
musical-performative tradition known as the bhajana sampradaya began to
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take shape during the rule of the Thanjavur Marathas. In the latter part of
this chapter, I look at the diverse reception history of the Kaumudi for what
it may reveal about the local character of a text tradition valorized for its uni-
versality. For the author and the readers of the Kaumudi to latch onto the
name as a subject of scholastic reflection was a choice only partially inspired
by the superposed ideals of a Sanskrit canon. They also called upon a vernac-
ular practice, in both the linguistic and quotidian sense. Singing the name
was one way in which the power of the quotidian could “expand beyond the
parameters of its inaugurators or champions.”!% For one scholar in medieval
Kerala, it would upset the very foundations of thinking about Sanskrit scrip-
tural hierarchy. For his readers, it would affirm that there was more than one
way to be a Brahmin in the early modern world.

Chapter 3, “Family Ties,” seeks to understand the place of bhakti in
Brahmin identity by reconstructing the scholarly lives of the Dévas, a family
of Maharashtrian Brahmins who lived in Banaras between the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries. Curiously for a family dedicated to upholding the caste
prerogatives of Brahmin supremacy, they traced their patriline to Eknath, a
Marathi poet-saint known for flouting caste boundaries. Influenced by the
Bhagavata, the Kaumudi, and local communities and pilgrimage networks in
North India and the Deccan, the Dévas attempted to reconcile their personal
religious convictions with their public lives as scholars and teachers in a mul-
tilingual world. The Dévas were educated in the disciplines of Mimarhsa and
Vedanta and wrote only in Sanskrit. However, they argued that the everyday
practice of singing the name of God, especially in vernacular languages,
should be respected and celebrated by Brahmins. I contextualize the intel-
lectual impact of bhakti on their writings in Mimarhsa and Advaita Védanta
within the social world of early modern Banaras. The relationship between
the scholarly world and the larger social world in this era was also dramatized
in imaginative and biographical literature. As professional scholars and am-
ateur dramatists, the Dévas explored the tension between piety and peda-
gogy in the new intellectual economy of early modern India. They criticized
the materialistic excess of the very systems of patronage and networks that
made them successful. I demonstrate how these tensions refracted those of
the Maharashtrian bhakti traditions to which the Dévas traced their heritage.

Chapter 4, “Threads of bhakti,” revisits debates over the compatibility of
bhakti with Advaita Védanta, or the problem of loving an embodied god

105 Novetzke, The Quotidian Revolution, 15.
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while preaching a formless absolute. The chapter argues that we should re-
sist succumbing to the two classical fallacies of intellectual history, the “my-
thology of doctrines” and the “mythology of coherence.” The former assumes
that each classic writer in a particular system must articulate some doctrine
constitutive of that system, while the latter states there is some inner coher-
ence to a certain author’s writing that it is the duty of the interpreter to re-
veal, despite the presence of contradictions and ambivalences.!% In both of
these mythologies, a scholar is identified by adherence to a system, any devi-
ation from which is evidence of inconsistency. Instead, in this chapter I study
scholars who recognized and resolved the tension between bhakti and
Advaita on their own terms. I argue for the value of relatively minor thinkers
in the history of philosophy and pay attention to the neglected dimensions
of their writing. Narayana Tirtha’s commentaries on the Bhakti Siitras and
the Yoga Sitras demonstrate that bhakti brought together previously dispa-
rate fields of knowledge. Narayana’s reading of classical Advaita Védanta is
disorienting, unintuitive, and sprinkled with esoterica from the wide world
of bhakti and yoga. The chapter concludes by showing how the purportedly
Vaisnava Bhakti Stitras find their way into the spiritual program of the Sakta
theologian Bhaskararaya in the early eighteenth century. In Bhaskararaya’s
pedagogical model, bhakti plays a key role in the formation of a religious in-
tellectual. The specter of Saivism thus bookends this study of the Bhagavata’s
reception history.

The conclusion establishes an analogy between the scholars studied in
this book and those of the present by focusing on my own scholarly practice
and how I came to write this book. The same methods by which one may
understand the social history of Indian intellectual culture—attention to in-
dividual style, social spaces, subtextual and paratextual comments—apply to
my work as well. This metatextual commentary suggests that reflecting on
what goes into scholarship in the present may illuminate the past. Everyday
life has always filtered into the forbidding world of academic discourse.
Understanding it in the present makes its past versions seem less foreign.

196 Skinner, Visions of Politics, 59-72.
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1
Across the Nilgiris

Introduction

If you walk into the Rajarajésvaran Siva temple in Talipparamba, in the
Kannur district of northern Kerala, you will see many standard features: lush
green lawns, old stone architecture, the occasional elephant munching on
grass, low tiled roofs housing an array of deities that surround the main
shrine. Having paid your respects to the various spirits and goddesses
around the periphery, you proceed to the namaskara mandapam, the plat-
form of obeisance, placed before the sanctum. Here things get a little strange.
Before peering into the sanctum, you walk over to the large granite sacrificial
altar, the valiya balikkallu, a few feet from the entrance. Take a close look at
the two figures carved into the niches on the east side of the decorative stone.
One is Siva as Daksinamarti, the silent teacher, seated with one leg crossed
over the other under a banyan tree. Across from him, however, is a little boy
playing the flute, legs crossed in a dancing motion. Other oddities remind
you of Krsna as well. You witness the abhisekam, the lustration ceremony,
only to see that Siva is not worshiped with bilva leaves but with tulsi, sacred
to Visnu. A loquacious old man seizes on your puzzled look and tells you the
legend of the time when the goddess Laksmi came to pay her respects. She
entered the shrine only to see that Siva had disguised himselfas her husband,
the four-armed Visnu. When she turned to leave, she found that the door-
keeper had closed the gates. She was able to slip out only when Visnu dis-
tracted Siva by dancing before him in the guise of his own son Kumara. Some
people still call the place Laksmi City.

Shaking your head, you walk down the road to the Trccambaram Krsna
temple. Here, surely, the iconography makes no mistake. The wood panels
above the shrine are adorned with stories from the Bhagavata Purana. But
then the same uncle, eager to share unsolicited information, sidles up behind
you and says that this Krsna is in raudra bhava, a violent mood, having just
slain the elephant Kuvalayapida before taking on his evil uncle Karhsa. To
you this sounds much less like the sweet, seductive Krsna of the Bhagavata

Love in the Time of Scholarship. Anand Venkatkrishnan, Oxford University Press. © Oxford University Press 2024,
DOI: 10.1093/0s0/9780197776636.003.0002
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and more like the fierce Bhairava, a criminal god for demon devotees.! The
incorrigible uncle points to an old tree in the compound that used to be
frequented by an atyasrami, often understood in a general sense as a celibate
renunciant, but still the term of art in these parts for a Saiva ascetic who de-
liberately flouts caste boundaries. First a Siva who is not quite a Siva. Then a
Krsna who is not quite a Krsna. What is going on? And why won’t Uncle leave
you alone?

The worship of Siva and Visnu in premodern Kerala was symbiotic. Not
only was there a synthesis of Saiva and Vaisnava ritual systems in the ritual
literature of Kerala; by the thirteenth century, “the sectarianism so charac-
teristic of Tamil bhakti, particularly rivalry between Vaisnavas and Saivas,
was already being deliberately elided in Kerala at this early date”* This
chapter asks how this mutuality, in both material and textual culture, might
make us revisit certain historiographical commonplaces in Indian reli-
gion and philosophy. One such commonsense claim is that the Bhagavata
Purana was the prerogative of Vaisnava religious communities. I provide ev-
idence for an alternative reception history of the Bhagavata that sometimes
parallels and sometimes anticipates its Vaisnava adaptation. At the center of
this story are three scholars who lived in Kerala between the fourteenth and
sixteenth centuries: Laksmidhara, Parnasarasvati, and Raghavananda. I lo-
cate these Malayali mavericks at the nexus of a number of philosophical, re-
ligious, and literary trends: (a) the confluence of Vedic and non-Vedic forms
of nondualism, or Advaita; (b) the transitions and continuities between the
Tantric goddess traditions of Kashmir and South India; (c) the prolifera-
tion of sttras, or poetry of prayer, of both Saiva and Vaisnava persuasions;
and (d) the discourse of Sanskrit aesthetics, alamkarasastra, between litera-
ture and religion. I argue that recuperating Vaisnava bhakti in a Saiva world
was irreducible to the “nonsectarian” universalist rhetoric of Advaitins or
Smartas—the broad term for Brahmin worshipers of several deities as the
supreme. While Laksmidhara’s relationship with Saivism was muted, both
Piirnasarasvati and Raghavananda had clearly received initiation into Saiva
religion. Instead of subordinating Vaisnava scriptures, stories, and stotras,
they grafted them onto a distinctive local configuration of Advaita that

! Alf Hiltebeitel, ed., Criminal Gods and Demon Devotees: Essays on the Guardians of Popular
Hinduism (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1989).

2 Rich Freeman, “The Literature of Hinduism in Malayalam,” in The Blackwell Companion to
Hinduism, ed. Gavin Flood (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2003), 164. Cf. S. A. S. Sarma, “Pallivétta,
or the ‘Royal Hunt, in Prescriptive Literature and in Present-Day Practice in Kerala,” Cracow
Indological Studies 16 (2014): 290.
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sought a rapprochement between the classical exegetical Védanta of Sankara
and his followers, the Paficaratra cosmological traditions common to South
Indian Vaisnavas, and the Sakta-Saiva Pratyabhijia tradition that moved
from Kashmir to the south. I attempt to understand the local contours of
Saiva ecumenicism, one that engaged with the core texts of Vaisnavism not
as subordinate in a hierarchically inclusive series, or as subsumed within the
universalism of Advaita philosophy, but as canonical and liberating in their
own right.

What Iam proposing, however, isnot just a story about nonsectarianism
but an account of several complex and overlapping relationships: between
private esotericism and public religion, between high textual culture and
antinomian ritual practice, between austere philosophical traditions and
exuberant literary criticism, and between Brahmin scholars and Tantric
gurus. In many ways this chapter is an intellectual history of the struc-
tural correspondences between Brahmanical and Tantric religion that
characterized politics and society in medieval Kerala.® As Rich Freeman
observes, narratives about the bhakti movement, issued from the perspec-
tive of upper-caste reformists of both premodern and modern stripes, have
obscured these correspondences, tending to concentrate on the associa-
tion of bhakti with medieval Saiva Siddhanta and Srivaisnava traditions
at the expense of pan-Indian Tantrism.* Freeman underscores the histor-
ical importance of the steady incorporation of Sakta goddess traditions
into the temple networks, ritual manuals, folk performances, possession
cults, and cross-caste patronage systems of medieval Kerala. Here I look at
the scholastic side of the picture in order to build toward a social history
of intellectual life. While we know virtually nothing about Laksmidhara,
we do know that Parnasarasvati and Raghavananda frequented the
Trccambaram Krsna temple and belonged to institutional networks of
local Advaita monasteries and Sakta temples up and down the Malabar
coast. I approach the corpus of these Brahmin scholars, including scrip-
tural exegeses, literary commentaries, and public stage-plays, with an eye
to their relationship with the wider world of Tantric religion. I explore
how the Bhagavata came to play a central role in how they appropriated
and accommodated it.

3 Rich Freeman, “Saktism, Polity and Society in Medieval Malabar,” in Goddess Traditions in
Tantric Hindui{m, ed. Bjarne Wernicke Olesen (London: Routledge, 2016), 141-173.
4 Freeman, “Saktism, Polity and Society;” 148.
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On the one hand, then, this chapter revises the historiography of the
Bhagavata to incorporate its reception by Saivas and Advaitins in medieval
Kerala. In broader terms, it concerns the social and cultural history of intel-
lectual life: the regional qualities of scholastic commentary, the institutional
networks that facilitated distinctive ways of thinking, the stories that circu-
late about authors, and the social world that bubbles up and out of the text.
While I provide contextual evidence for this history, I also listen to the voices
in the text with occasional subtextual readings. Sometimes they announce
themselves in prose style. Sometimes they pipe up in asides. And sometimes
they echo in the space where the personal becomes public.

Laksmidhara: Love and Literature

In the early fourteenth century, not long before Sridhara wrote his fa-
mous commentary on the Bhdgavata Purdana, a scholar from Kerala
named Laksmidhara composed a commentary called the Amytatarangini.®
Laksmidhara wrote the following works: (a) the Advaitamakaranda, a short
treatise in verse on the nature of the Atman; (b) the Bhagavannamakaumudi,
athree-partessay onthe power of singing God’s name; (c) the Amyrtatarangini,
a commentary on the Bhagavata Purana; and (d) the Nayamafijari, an in-
dependently circulating commentary on the so-called Védastuti or Srutigita
section of the Bhagavata (10.87). The Advaitamakaranda was being read
by Advaitins as early as the mid-fifteenth century, when it was commented
upon by Vasudéva Sarvabhauma in Puri, Orissa, and cited by Brahmananda
Bharati in §gr’1géri, Karnataka.® As I will show in the following chapter, the
Bhagavannamakaumudi became influential for many different communities

> The mid-fourteenth century is the terminus ante quem for Laksmidhara, when his
Amytatarangini was cited by Parnasarasvati. See N. V. P. Unithiri, H. N. Bhat, and S. A. S. Sarma,
The Bhaktimandakini: An Elaborate Fourteenth-Century Commentary by Pirnasarasvati on the
Vispupadadikesastotra Attributed to Sankaracarya (Pondicherry: Institut Francais de Pondichéry,
Ecole frangaise d’Extréme-Orient, 2011), 26 (henceforth cited as Bhaktimandakini). For a brief ac-
count of his life and work, see P. Thirugnanasambandham, “Laksmidhara,” in Preceptors of Advaita,
ed. T. M. P. Mahadevan (Secunderabad: Sri Kanchi Kamakoti Sankara Mandir, 1968), 201-205.
There is no evidence that this Laksmidhara was the nephew of Sayana, as claimed by Srikantha
Sastri, “Advaitacaryas of the 12th and 13th Centuries,” Indian Historical Quarterly 14 (1938): 406.

¢ Advaitamakaranda, ed. R. Krishnaswami Sastri (Srirangam: Vani Vilas Press, 1926). Vasudéva
Sarvabhauma’s commentary is unpublished. See Rajendralala Mitra, ed., Notices of Sanskrit
Mss., vol. 8 (Calcutta: Baptist Mission Press, 1886), 291-292. For Brahmananda Bharati’s cita-
tion, see Drgdrsyavivekah, ed. K. Achyuta Poduval, Sri Ravi Varma Samskrita Grandhavali, Vol. 6
(Tripunithura: The Sanskrit College Committee, 1958), 28.
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in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, from the Gaudiya Vaisnavas who
lived in Brindavan, to the Déva family of Maharashtrian scholars in Banaras,
to the Tamil Brahmin musicians of the southern bhajana sampradaya. The
other two works have not been edited and survive in manuscript form mostly
in southern libraries.” The Amytatarangini seems to have been read only in
Kerala. It was cited by Purnasarasvati in the mid-fourteenth century and
reproduced verbatim by Raghavananda in the sixteenth century. It remained
influential well into the eighteenth century, when a tutor of the Paliyam
ruling class of Kochi wrote a Bhdagavata commentary in which he explicitly
placed Laksmidhara and Raghavananda in the same commentarial lineage.®

A near contemporary of the more famous Sridhara, Laksmidhara seems
to show no awareness whatsoever of Sridharas writing. He comments on
stanzas and cites variant readings that are entirely unknown to Sridhara,
and his mention of alternative interpretations suggests the existence of a
local commentarial tradition. Still, some of his writings made it to Orissa,
where Sridhara lived. On the one hand, the links between Orissa and Kerala
are unsurprising. Networks of Sanskrit intellectual exchange and tex-
tual transmission had been established between these regions by the time
Laksmidhara began writing. Ritual manuals of goddess worship like the
Prapaficasara and the Saradatilaka made their way from Orissa to Kerala,?
and the erotico-religious poetry of Jayadéva’s Gitagovinda greeted the effu-
sive lyrics of Bilvamangala’s Krsnakarnamrta as they passed each other on

7 For a list of manuscripts of the Amrtatarangini, see V. Raghavan, ed., New Catalogus
Catalogorum, vol. 1, revised ed. (Madras: University of Madras, 1968), 347. On the Nayamafijari,
see K. Kunjunni Raja, ed., New Catalogus Catalogorum, vol. 9 (Madras: University of Madras,
1977), 348; K. Sambasivasastri, ed., A Descriptive Catalogue of the Sanskrit Manuscripts in H.H.
The Maharajah’s Palace Library, Trivandrum, vol. 1 (Trivandrum: VV. Press, 1937), 347-348; K.
Sambasivasdastri, ed., A Descriptive Catalogue of the Sanskrit Manuscripts in H.H. The Maharajah’s
Palace Library, Trivandrum, vol. 2 (Trivandrum: VV. Press, 1937), 649-652. In two manuscripts
of the Amytatarangini, the author appears to have the Saiva name Jfianapirna, but this could also
be a reference to the copyist (alikhaj jianapiarnakhyah siddho'mytatarangini). See S. Kuppuswami
Sastri, ed., A Triennial Catalogue of Manuscripts Collected during the Triennium 1916-17 to
1918-19 for the Government Oriental Manuscripts Library, Madras, vol. 3, part 1: Sanskrit C
(Madras: Superintendent, Government Press, 1922), 4009-4010. See also S. S. Saith, ed., Catalogue
of Sanskrit Manuscripts in the Panjab University Library, Lahore, vol. 2 (Lahore: University of the
Panjab, 1941), 139. The last reference may suggest circulation in Kashmir.

8 S. Kuppuswami Sastri, ed., A Triennial Catalogue of Manuscripts Collected during the Triennium
1919-20to 1921-22 for the Government Oriental Manuscripts Library, Madras, vol. 4, part 1: Sanskrit
C (Madras: Superintendent, Government Press, 1927), 5431-5432.

° Alexis Sanderson, “Atharvavedins in Tantric Territory: The Angirasakalpa Texts of the Oriya
Paippaladins and Their Connection with the Trika and the Kalikula, with Critical Editions of
the Parajapavidhi, the Paramantravidhi, and the *Bhadrakalimantravidhiprakarana, in The
Atharvaveda and Its Paippalada Sakha: Historical and Philological Papers on a Vedic Tradition, ed. A.
Griffiths and Annette Schmeiden (Aachen: Shaker Verlag, 2007), 232.
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their respective journeys southwest and northeast. It is not difficult to im-
agine Laksmidhara’s work traveling along the social networks that made this
exchange possible. On the other hand, it is not clear why the Amrtatarangini
did not survive the journey. Perhaps it was intellectually overshadowed by
Sridhara. Or perhaps its more strongly Advaitic flavor, and possible Saiva
origins, made it less attractive to the Bhagavata communities in Orissa, who
ensured that poets and thinkers from Kerala would be remembered only
for their Vaisnava sympathies. We will return to the network that connected
Kerala to the rest of the subcontinent. For the moment we must consider the
Amyrtatarangini as belonging to an alternative commentarial tradition.

To establish the alternativeness of this tradition, we may first look at the
language of Advaita Védanta in the commentary. Scholarship on Sridhara
has distanced him from the doctrines of classical Advaita Védanta. His rel-
ative disinterest in the concepts of avidya or maya, the primordial illusion
veiling Brahman, the ultimate reality, and his positive account of Brahman’s
creative power have led some to claim that he was not properly an Advaitin
at all, but rather halfway toward the Védanta of the Gaudiya Vaisnavas.!
Whatever Sridhara’s ultimate position, Laksmidhara used the language
of Advaita Védanta much more strongly than he did, especially where it
counted, on the problem of mdya. Let us take an example from the very
opening of the commentary. The first stanza of the Bhagavata describes the
cause of the universe, Brahman, as one “about whom the wise are deluded”
Laksmidhara offered several alternatives for how to interpret this line, each
one more Advaitic than the previous:

1. If Brahman is the self of every individual, then why does it not mani-
fest while the individual does? In response to this question comes the
line “about whom the wise are deluded.”. .. Here “delusion” is meant to
denote primordial ignorance, and it is connected with pure conscious-
ness. Ignorance then divides consciousness into two entities, the indi-
vidual and Brahman, like an image and its counterimage. It appears to
belong to the individual and have Brahman as its content, in the form
“I do not know Brahman?” Because it is enveloped by that delusion,
Brahman does not manifest, even though it is the self.!!

19 Ravi Gupta, The Caitanya Vaisnava Védanta of Jiva Gosvami (London: Routledge, 2007), 70;
Daniel Sheridan, “Sridhara and His Commentary on the Bhagavata Purana;” Journal of Vaisnava
Studies 2.3 (1994): 65.

' Bhagavata Vyakhya (Amrtatarangini), R. No. 2795, Government Oriental Manuscripts Library,
Chennai, f. 10: athava nanu yadi ksetrajiiasyatmabhiitar brahma kim iti tarhi tasmin prakasamané'pi
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Here Laksmidhara employs the classic Advaitic metaphor of an image
(bimba) and its counterimage (pratibimba) to illustrate the relationship be-
tween Brahman and the individual human being. In this view attributed to
the tenth-century Advaitin Prakasatman, the so-called pratibimbavada, pure
consciousness is the basis of avidya, the “delusion” denoted by the stanza to
describe one’s confusion about one’s own true nature. The next alternative
suggests a different kind of confusion regarding how the changeless Brahman
can be the cause of the universe, as the opening words of the stanza state:

2. How can Brahman, which is pure consciousness and does not undergo
change, be the material cause of the world, something so distinct from
it? In response is the line “about whom the wise are deluded.” The word
“delusion” denotes a cognition belonging to the individual, neither
quite real nor unreal, that objectifies Brahman qua creator of an illu-
sory world. It is only creator insofar as it is the basis for the arising of
another thing, like an unrecognized rope is the basis for the origin of a
snake. Brahman does not transform into the world. Only an object and
its actual transformation necessarily share features, not a substrate and
its apparent modification.!

The second possible confusion introduces another Advaita concept: crea-
tion as actual transformation of an object (parinama) or creation as only ap-
parent modification (vivartta) superimposed on a real substratum. Brahman
is “the cause of this universe” only insofar as the individual has misconstrued
it to be a creator endowed with qualities. Ignorance here is a mistaken cog-
nition belonging to the individual (jivasrita), perhaps a reference to the
avacchédavada theory attributed to the tenth-century Advaitin Vacaspati
Misra. In truth, not only is the universe itself illusory (mithya), but so is the
very process of its creation. This misapprehension is neither quite real nor

na prakasa[ta] ity asankyaha—muhyanti yat siraya iti... iha moha iti milajaianam vivaksitam tac ca
cinmatrasambandhy api, caitanya[m] jivabrahmabhavéna bimbapratibimbavat vibhajya jivasritam
brahmavisayan tu pratibhasaté aham brahma na janamiti. tenavrtatvad atmabhiitam api brahma na
prakasata iti bhavah. Henceforth cited as Amytatarangini. My emendations are in square brackets.

12 Amytatarangini, f. 11: athava cidekarasasya nirvikarasya brahmanah katham
atyantavilaksanam jagadupadanatvam iti. tatraha—muhyanti yat siraya iti. mohasabdabhidhéyena
jivasritena sadasadvilaksanéna jaanéna visayikrtam brahma mithyajagata upadanam ajfiata
rajjur iva sarpasya utpadyamandsrayatvam évasyopadanatvam na tadripéna parinamanatvam
prakrtivikarayor éva salaksanyaniyamo nadhisthanavivarttayoh.
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unreal, like a snake seen in place of a rope. The rope does not actually trans-
form into a snake, it only appears like one, but the perception of a snake
cannot be wished away. This brings Laksmidhara to an account of the crea-
tive power of illusion:

3. Thereisa certain impulse behind the entirety of creation whose basis is
nothing but Brahman. It confuses everyday people like the audience at
a magic show, but not the magician himself, for it belongs to none but
him. That is the power called mdya, inexplicable as being either real or
unreal. It is Brahman enveloped by that mdya that is the creator of the
world, not pure consciousness by itself.!?

Laksmidhara explains how the universe can emerge from the changeless
Brahman by using the analogy ofa magician’s trick. Because itis entirelyunder
the magician’s control, the magic is unable to affect him even as it bewilders
the audience. The magic called maya, however, cannot be described as being
either Brahman or other than Brahman (tattvanyatvabhyam aniriipya), a
common formula among early Advaitins, who used similar terms, such as
“inexpressible” (anakhyeya) or “inexplicable” (anirvacaniya), to describe
mayd’s ineffability.'* Laksmidhara concludes that the only reason for pos-
iting an inexplicable mdya in the first place is to account for the plurality
experienced by everyday people, not because Brahman has any positive role
to play in creation:

Because it makes little sense to consider God as pure consciousness
being the source of people’s confusion, it implies that there must be
some inconceivable power on his part. It is Brahman speckled by that
power, due to which individuals find themselves differentiated, that is
the source of their confusion. It is not at one and the same time pure con-
sciousness and the creator of the universe. By this line of argument we re-
fute the concern that there can be no essential unity between Brahman,
who can create the universe, and the individual, who cannot. For the

3 Amyrtatarangini, f.  11:  athava  brahmasritaiva  kacid  asésaprapaficaprakrtir
indrajalavidyaivaindrajalikari svasrayam avimohayanti samdjikan iva jivan éva mohayanti.
tattvanyatvabhyam anirtipya maya nama Saktir asti tatsamvalitam éva brahma jagatkaranam na
kévalam cinmatram.

14 See Paul Hacker, “Distinctive Features of the Doctrine and Terminology of Sankara: Avidya,
Namaripa, Maya, I§vara,” in Philology and Confrontation: Paul Hacker on Traditional and Modern
Vedanta, ed. Wilhelm Halbfass (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1995), 71-73.
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very concept of Brahman being creator of the universe is a conditioning
of maya.l>

Laksmidhara’s reconstruction of different viewpoints in Advaita intellectual
history on the locus of avidya, down to the language of magic and “speckling,”
resembles that given by the thirteenth-century scholar Anandanubhava, who
was probably also a South Indian.!¢ It is worth emphasizing here that the “in-
conceivable power” said to belong to Brahman bears little resemblance to the
positive model offered by Sridhara. For Laksmidhara, the universe is funda-
mentallyillusory. Brahman remains supreme and one-without-a-second pre-
cisely because maya is inexplicable.!” Laksmidhara’s commentary is littered
with Advaitic affinities from the very first words of his benediction. In this
stanza, Laksmidhara describes Krsna with a formula we see repeated later
in the writings of Parnasarasvatl and Raghavananda: the ambrosial ocean
of existence, joy, and pure, undifferentiated consciousness (cidekarasa-
nirbhéda-sadananda-sudharnava). The term cidekarasa, generally used
interchangeably with cinmatra, signaled something to Laksmidhara about
the Bhagavata’s version of Advaita. Consider his comment on the following
stanza much later in the text (Bhagavata 1.2.8%): “The truth of the Upanisads

remains far from those whose mind doesn’t melt, who don’t cry tears of love,

and whose hairs don’t stand on end as a result of tasting the stories of God.”!8

15 Amyrtatarangini, {.12: atra kévalasya cinmatrasyésvarasya mohahétutvanupapatter artthat kacid
asydcintyd saktir astiti gamyate. taya sabalam éva brahma taya kalpitabhédanar jivananm mohahétur
na kevalam cinmatra[m] jagatkaranam api tad évéti bhavah. anéna jagajjanmadisamartthéna
brahmana tadasamartthasya jivasya katham ékatvam ity eétad api pratyuktam mayopadhikatvat
jagatkaranatvasya.

16 See Nyayaratnadipavalih by Anandanubhava, ed. V. Jagadisvara Sastrigal and V. R.
Kalyanasundara Sastrigal (Madras: Government Oriental Manuscripts Library, 1961), 89-93.
Anandanubhava’s reference to Bhaskara as “that blockhead from Karnataka” suggests a South Indian
provenance and regional antagonism. See Patrick Olivelle, Renunciation in Hinduism: A Medieval
Debate, vol. 1 (Vienna: University of Vienna Institute for Indology, 1986), 115, 117. Cf. Mahadevan,
Preceptors of Advaita, 130-138.

17 Amytatarangini, f. 13-14. To contrast Sridhara on the same topic, see Gupta, The Caitanya
Vaisnava Vedanta of Jiva Gosvami, 68-71.

18 This verse is relegated to the apparatus of many modern editions of the Bhagavata. In the crit-
ical edition of the Bhagavatda’s first canto, the verse is noted with an asterisk after 1.2.8, which is the
way I have referred to it here. See Srimad Bhagavata Mahdpuranam, ed. P. Radhakrishna Sarma
(Tirupati: Tirumala Tirupati Devasthanam, 1989), 57: Srutam apyaupanisadam diiré harikathamytat
yannasanti dravaccittaprémasrupulakodgamah. Sridharaknew of it as well, although the verse and his
remarks on it are relegated to a footnote in the J. L. Shastri edition of his commentary. See Bhagavata
Purana of Krsna Dvaipayana Vydsa with Sanskrit Commentary Bhavarthabodhini of Sridhara
Svamin, ed.]. L. Shastri (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1983), 16, n. 4. The verse also found its way into
the poetry anthology Padyavali (v. 39) compiled by the Gaudiya Vaisnava scholar Ripa Gosvami
in the sixteenth century, with slightly different readings that more clearly contrast the content of
the Upanisads to stories about God. Cf. Padyavali, ed. S. K. De (Dacca: University of Dacca, 1934),
17: Srutam apy aupanisadam diré harikathamptat yatra santi dravaccittakampasrupulakodga-mah.
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Laksmidhara criticized those who would read into this verse a distinction
between the practice of Vedanta and the pursuit of bhakti:

There are some who interpret this verse as follows: “Even the study of
the Upanisads [sravana] is far from—that is to say, significantly different
from—hearing the stories of God, for one’s heart doesn’t melt, tears of love
don’t fall, and hairs do not stand on end while studying Brahman. There is
as such an implicit reason in the sentence structure” This is unsound be-
cause the reason is not established. To the contrary, we see all these physical
effects on the part of those fortunate people who are absorbed in ultimate
reality, whether immersed in it in samadhi or upon hearing of it from their
teacher. That is pure consciousness [cidékarasa], a great ambrosial ocean
of extraordinary joy, in which the foam, bubbles, and waves of all kinds of
conceptual constructions have subsided."’

This passage is striking for its exuberant account of yogic absorption, or
samadhi. Even as the waves of thought subside, the physical signs of absorp-
tion in Brahman erupt effusively. This condition can result just as easily from
studying with one’s teacher as in the depths of meditation. Although later
readers would interpret the stanza in just the way that Laksmidhara warned
against,”® Laksmidhara found in it a bridge between the forbidding austerity
of classical Advaita and the bubbling bliss of the Bhagavata. Was there more
to his use of the term cidekarasa, then, than mere consciousness? I draw at-
tention to this term because it was a staple of Saiva-Sakta metaphysics; one
of the thousand names of the Srividya goddess Lalita Tripurasundari, for
instance, is cidékarasartipini, one whose very form is pure consciousness.

Rapa Gosvami attributes this verse to Vyasa, while Jiva Gosvami cites it in the Bhaktisandarbha but
attributes it to Caitanya (kaliyugapavanavatara). The memory of the verse among several readers
of the Bhagavata but its absence in several manuscript traditions suggests that it fell out of the text
somewhere along the way.

Y Amyrtatarangini, f. 36: Srutam apiti yat yasya pumsé harikathamrtad asvadyamanat
dravaccittapremasrupulakotsava na santi bhavanti tasyaupanisadam brahma Srutam api dire
paroksam évetyartthah. kécittv évamvydacaksate. aupanisadar upanisatsambandhisrutam sravanam
api harikathamytad dire harikathamytasya tasya ca mahad antaram yat yasminn aupanisade
Sravané dravaccittari premasrini pulakotsavas ca na santity antargarbhito hétur iti. tad ayuktam
asiddhatvad dhétoh vilinavividha[vilkalpaphénabudbudatarangeé niratisayanandamytamaharnave
cidekaraseé paravastuny api sadgurubhyah sriyamané samadhav avagahyamané va sabhagyanam ro-
modgamadidarsanat.

20 Mohana, a commentator on Ripa Gosvamis Padyavali, explicitly distances studying the
Upanisads from listening to God’s stories, for it does not provide the same degree of happiness. I am
grateful to David Buchta for this information.
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Classical and postclassical Advaitins who employed the term did so without
much fanfare.?! That Laksmidhara placed it at the very beginning of his
commentary signals to me a distinct stage of Advaitic writing. If not conclu-
sive proof of Saiva resonance, the term cidékarasa at least merits mention
given the Amytatarangini’s later significance to the Saivas Plirnasarasvatiand
Raghavananda. It also prompts me to move from questions of philosophy
to questions of literature. How did rasa proper, the concept of aestheticized
emotion, feature in the Bhdgavata, and how did its early readers respond?
Writing around the tenth century, the dramatic theorist Dhananjaya
takes a sarcastic jab at moralistic art critics in the opening to his Dasaripaka
(1.6): “Prostrations to the idiot who turns his face from pleasure and says
that poetic figures that ooze with delight are simply for moral instruction,
no different from epics, etc’?? The formula “epics, etc.” (itihasadi) gener-
ally included the puranas, which for most Brahmanical thinkers was func-
tionally no different from the epics. However, the Bhagavata accorded to
itself a superlative quality, not only as the quintessence and culmination
of all Brahmanical scripture but as the best example of kavya or Sanskrit
belles lettres. In the third stanza, the Bhagavata exhorts its listeners, whom
it calls rasikas or bhavukas, emotionally sensitive connoisseurs, to drink the
rasa, the sweet juice, that flows from the narrator Suka’s mouth as he bites
into the fruit from the tree of the scriptures. A serious project of theorizing
bhaktirasa—the rasa that is love for God—took its cue from the Bhagavata,
first in the writings of Vopadéva and Hémadri in the thirteenth century,
culminating in the systematized concept of bhaktirasa proposed by the
Gaudiya Vaisnavas in the sixteenth century. So at least runs the standard his-
toriography of bhaktirasa.”® But there are other stages in the intellectual his-
tory of that concept, particularly in the Saiva devotional poetry of Kashmir.?*

2l For a representative spread, see Vacaspati Misras Bhamati on Brahmasitrabhasya 1.1.0,
Govindananda’s Ratnaprabha on BSB 1.3.2, 1.4.19, and 3.2.30, and Vidyaranya’s Jivanmuktivivéka
3.8.1,3.9.2. See The Brahmasutra-Shankarbhashyam with the Commentaries Bhashya-Ratnaprabha,
Bhamati and Nyayanirpaya, ed. Mahadeva Sastri Bakre, revised ed., Wasudev Laxman Sastri
Pansikar (Bombay: Nirnaya Sagar, 1934), 18, 207, 329, 659. Robert Alan Goodding, “The Treatise
on Liberation-in-Life: Critical Edition and Annotated Translation of The Jivanmuktiviveka of
Vidyaranya” (Ph.D. diss., University of Texas, Austin, 2002), 401, 404.

22 The Dasaripaka of Dhanarijaya, ed. T. Venkatacharya (Madras: The Adyar Library and
Research Centre, 1969), 5: anandanisyandisu ripakésu vyutpattimatram phalam alpabuddhih
yopitihasadivad aha sadhus tasmai namah svaduparanmukhaya.

23 Cf. Sheldon Pollock, A Rasa Reader: Classical Indian Aesthetics (New York: Columbia University
Press, 2016), 285-309.

24 See Hamsa Stainton, Poetry as Prayer in the Sanskrit Hymns of Kashmir (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2019), 231-264.
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Some have tried to suggest that Sridhara was also responsible for laying the
seeds of a bhaktirasa theory.® However, apart from a stray comment on a
stanza buried in the Bhagavata’s tenth chapter, Sridhara shows no inclina-
tion that Sanskrit aesthetics is relevant to understanding the purana. To the
contrary, he does not recognize the aesthetic valence of rasa in Bhagavata
1.1.3 at all. Laksmidhara, however, not only picks up on the metaphor but
also explicates it in some detail, using the technical language of Sanskrit
poetics:

This stanza is a metaphor, as it compares two similar things because of a
figurative expression of non-difference. As an earlier scholar (Dandin)
has said: “A metaphor is nothing but a simile whose differentiating
sign has been concealed” Furthermore, it is a metaphor that is at once
“compounded and separate.” The compounded metaphor is “From the tree
that is scripture,” while “The fruit that is the Bhdagavata” is separate (in that
it is two separate words). It is a “punned” metaphor since words like “Suka,”
meaning parrot or narrator, apply equally to both sides of the pun. It is also
a “total” metaphor that “consists of attributes” because metaphorical identi-
fication of the text with a fruit is brought about by all the qualifiers. To wit,
the fruit, hanging from a certain tree, having sweet juice and a special taste,
is nibbled on by birds and drops to the ground. Once it falls on the ground,
others who know its taste relish it. All that is brought about here.2

Here Laksmidhara demonstrates a clear familiarity with the subdivisions
of metaphor defined by one of the earliest literary critics, Dandin, in his
Kavyadarsa (2.66 and following). But why does he go into such detail? The
point is not only to prove that the purana has all the requisite elements to
produce rasa but also that that rasa is distinctive:

If we read the stanza as being about a fruit, then rasa means passion, the
desire to taste the fruit, and rasikas are the people who have that desire. If,

% Gupta, The Caitanya Vaisnava Védanta of Jiva Gosvami, 73,n. 12.

26 Amytatarangini, f. 22: sadrsavastunor abhédopacarat riupakam idam yathoktam abhiyuktaih
“upamaiva  tirobhitabhéda riapakam isyata” iti. tatrapi samastavyastaripakam idam
nigamakalpataror iti samasat bhagavatarm phalam iti vyastac ca. Slistaripakam ca sukadisabdanam
paksadvayasadharanyat. savisesanaripakam idam  sakalarapakarm ca  sarvair visésanaih
phalatvasampadanat. tatha hi phalam t[k]asyacit taros sambandhi madhudravasamyutari
rasavisesavac ca vihagair asvadyateé nipatyateé ca bhuvi nipatitam ca tad anyaih rasajfiair asvadyate
tad iha sarvarm sampadyate.
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however, it is about the text itself, then that rasa is a certain joy, a flash of
happiness that arises in the heart, whose foundational factor is a figure like
Rama, either depicted in literature by poets or depicted on stage by actors.
As they say: “When there is a transformation in the heart that relies on an
external object, those in the know call that a bhava. The intensification of
that bhava is known as rasa.”?’

The term “relying on an external object” only expresses a part of the
whole, for we see that very same upswelling in the heart when the Atman
within all is described by those learned in Advaita. When it comes to this
subject, too, the rasa is the (intensified form of the) stable emotion of love,
etc., not the transitory emotions like disenchantment. As it is said in the
Dasariipaka (4.1): “The stable emotion, when heightened to the state of
relish by means of aesthetic factors, voluntary and involuntary physical
reactions, and transitory emotions, is known as rasa.”

It is a rasa insofar as it culminates in the manifestation of joy [anandal,
or else it wouldn’t be something that one would want to relish. And there-
fore it is joy that is the fundamental rasa. As we hear in the Veda (Taittiriya
Upanisad 2.7): “He, verily, is rasa. For having obtained rasa, one becomes
joyful??8
According to Laksmidhara, the Bhagavata deals with no ordinary subject.
Its topic is the Atman, pure undifferentiated consciousness. But that ultimate
reality is not only to be known, it is to be experienced. People experience the
Atman as unparalleled joy, or ananda, in the same way that people who love
to read literature or attend the theater experience happiness in their hearts.
While their happiness is based on external factors, the joy of the Atman is
intimate and unique. The Pratyabhijia theologian Abhinavagupta had
analogized the experience of rasa and the experience of Brahman. However,

27 Cf. Bhavaprakasana of Saradatanaya, ed. Yadugiri Yatiraja Swami and K. S. Ramaswami Sastri
(Baroda: Oriental Institute, 1968), 37 (2.99): vikaré manasé yas tu bahyartthalambanatmakah
vibhavadyahitotkarso rasa ity ucyaté budhaih.

28 Amrtatarangini, f. 23: iti phalapaksé raso ragah phalasvadanéccha tadvanté rasikah
prabandhapaksé tu raghunandanadisu kavibhir varnyamanésu bharatair abhiniyamaneésu
va tadalambanah kascana manasas subhagas samulldso jayaté sa rasa ity ucyate. tatha cahuh
“bahyartthalambané yas tu vikaré manaso bhavet sa bhavah kathyaté prajfiais tasyotkarso rasah
smrtah” iti. tatra bahyartthalambana ity upalaksanam sarvantare ‘py atmavastuny advaitakusalair
nniriapyamané tadrsasya manahprollasasya darsanad atrapi ratyadisthayi bhavo rasah. na
vyabhicari nirvedadi. uktam dasarupake “vibhavair anubhavais ca sattvikai[r] vyabhicaribhih
unniyamanah svadyatvam sthayi bhavo rasah smytah.” tasyapy anandavirbhavavadhitvat rasatvam
anyathasvadyatvanupapatteh. tatas cananda éva mukhyo rasah “raso vai sah. rasam hy évayam
labdhvanandi bhavati” iti Sruteh.
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Laksmidhara goes beyond analogy to equivalence. The joy known as ananda
is the fundamental rasa and it is accessible to those steeped in the nondual
Atman. Note how similar this sounds to Laksmidhara’s account of the blissful
experience of both yogis and students, absorbed as they are in the ultimate
reality, flush with all the physical reactions appropriate to aesthetic pleasure.
At the same time, all the supporting aesthetic factors that turn a stable emo-
tion into a rasa in secular dramaturgy remain operational. Laksmidhara says
further on that one may even interpret the Bhdagavata as one would any other
kavya. For example, Visnu is the self-possessed, exalted hero (dhirodatta-
nayaka), and the text foregrounds the rasa of heroism while saving plenty of
space for the erotic.?’ Here and there, Laksmidhara takes care to point out the
poetic figures, or alamkaras, being employed in a certain verse or another.>
Whether or not it is kavya by definition, the purana produces the experience
of rasa, especially for those who relish absorption in the nondual Atman.

At this juncture, Laksmidhara returns to the Dasartipaka, citing the stanza
about boring readers with disapproval. Remember, Dhanafjaya had little
patience for those who read literature the way they read the epics, that is, as
sources of advice rather than sources of pleasure. Laksmidhara takes offense
at the “etc” in “epics, etc” Why should the purana be lumped along with
the epics as being merely a vehicle of moral instruction? For Laksmidhara,
the purana was a source of rasa just like, and perhaps even more than,
kavya proper. Therefore, he says, Bhagavata 1.1.3 and its call to enjoy rasa
refutes the Dasariapaka’s implicit criticism of the purana.®! Of course, nei-
ther itihasa nor purana was the focus of Dhanafjaya’s jibe. He was instead
making a point about moralistic approaches to kavya. But this is exactly what
Laksmidhara takes to be at stake: What counts as kavya and why? His inter-
vention marks a shift in how authors familiar with the discourse of Sanskrit
aesthetics understood the range of possible sources of rasa. And it was pre-
cisely such an extension that culminated in the concept of bhaktirasa, the
rasa produced by textually determined love for God.

2 Amrtatarangini, f. 24-25.

30 See, e.g., Amrtatarangini, . 87, commenting on Bhagavata Purana 1.8.25. In this stanza, Kunti
famously asks Krsna to bless her with calamities forever, so that she might always be able to see him
come to the rescue. Laksmidhara reads this, once again referring to Dandin’s typology, as “an objec-
tion in the form of blessing” (asirvadaksepa), a kind of implicit interdiction where the speaker wishes
to prevent something about to take place. He proceeds to cite the exemplary verse given to illustrate
this figure in the Kavyadarsa (2.141): “Go if you must, my dear, and may your roads be safe. And
wherever you end up, let me be born (again) there too.” In the guise of well-wishing, a woman tries to
convince her lover not to leave on a trip by implying that she will die if he does.

3 Amytatarangini, {. 25.
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There are three dimensions of this alternative commentarial tradition that
prefigure the interests of Pirnasarasvati and Raghavananda: Saiva religion
(in Vaisnava texts), Advaita philosophy, and Sanskrit literary culture. The
first of these is less prominent, and I have read it subtextually. Whether or not
this alternative tradition was also a Saiva one, it was certainly distinct from
contemporary commentaries. Laksmidhara’s willingness to use the concepts
of Advaita Védanta contrasts with Sridhara’s relative reticence thereto. His
knowledge of literary theory, and his intervention in matters internal to
Sanskrit poetics, suggests a desire to read the Bhagavata as kavya, in a way
both similar to and different from contemporary writings on bhaktirasa.
And his interest in combining the experience of rasa with the language of
Advaita metaphysics recalls similar efforts in the writings of the nondualist
Saivas of Kashmir, and perhaps laid the groundwork for the more elaborate
confluences we find later in Kerala.

Purnasarasvati: Poetry and Prayer

The fourteenth-century litterateur and renunciant Parnasarasvati is well-
known in the history of Sanskrit literature for his commentaries on exem-
plary works of kavya. These included Kalidasas Meghadiita, on which
he modeled his own Hamisasandésa, and Bhavabhiti’s Malatimadhava,
which he retold in verse form in his Rjulaghvi. He was an influential if un-
usual figure in the history of Sanskrit literary interpretation. Belonging to
two overlapping communities, the monastic order and the literary salon,
Parpasarasvati was familiar with both the ostensibly secular tradition of lit-
erary criticism and the philosophical theologies of Pratyabhijiia and Advaita
Védanta.*? In his commentary on the Malatimadhava, for example, he not
only developed creative ways of thinking about the play’s thematic and af-
fective concerns, but also believed that the playwright was a “master of yoga
and Veédanta” who communicated the secrets of yogic practice that one
would otherwise receive from one’s guru.>® The characters of the play, in
his view, were representatives of spiritual concepts. His own stage-play, the

32 Jason Schwartz, “Parabrahman among the Yogins,” International Journal of Hindu Studies 21.3
(2017): 369-374.

33 Malatimadhava of Bhavabhuti with the Rasamafijari of Pirnasarasvati, ed. K. S. Mahadéva
Sastri, Trivandrum Sanskrit Series No. 170 (Trivandrum: Government Central Press, 1953), 9-10,
265 (henceforth cited as Rasamarijari).
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Kamalinirajaharisa, can be read as an allegory expressing the philosophies
of Sakta and Saiva Tantrism.3* Saivism permeated Parnasarasvatls writing,
but it was inflected with devotion to Visnu. After comparing his teacher,
Piirnajyoti, to the form of Siva known as Daksinamirti, in the next breath he
describes him as Krsna, the author of the Gita.*® He also wrote a commentary
on a Vaisnava poem of prayer, the Visnupadadikeésa Stotra, which describes
the body of Visnu from foot to head. This genre of stotra encouraged a de-
votional experience that Steven Hopkins calls “extravagant beholding, that
holds in tension together ideal visionary forms with the concrete, material
reality of the individual object of love.”* Or as Purnasarasvati deliciously put
it, the body of God is an apparent transformation of the ideal Brahman, “like
a congealed block of ghee” (ghrtakathinyavat).>’

In his commentary, the Bhaktimandakini, Parnasarasvati assigns au-
thorship of the stotra to the Advaita philosopher Sankaracarya, whom he
identifies as an incarnation of Siva and author of the commentary on the
Brahma Sutras.® The stotra itself was probably composed much later, given
the many references to post-Sankara texts. But Parnasarasvatis attribu-
tion, like all apocrypha, is historically meaningful. Not only was there a vi-
brant memory of Sankara in his purported land of origin but also attempts
to link that memory to a particular kind of bhakti. There is no doubt as to
Parnasarasvatls Advaita affinities here. He equates visualizing God, who is
nothing but Brahman as existence, joy, and pure consciousness (cidekarasa),
with the traditional Advaitic practice of “listening, reflection, and med-
itation.”*” Parnasarasvatis understanding of bhakti and the God to whom
it is directed was derived not only from the classical tradition of Advaita
Vedanta, but also from texts that were contested between Védanta traditions,
the Bhagavata and the Visnu Purana. He quoted the former no fewer than
fifty-two times and the latter seventy-five times in his commentary.*® The
Visnupadadikesa Stotra was probably used as a meditative text among certain

3 N. V. P. Unithiri, Parnasarasvati (Calicut: University of Calicut, 2004), 55-61.

35 Rasamarijari, 1-2. Elsewhere he compares Parnajyoti to “a second Siva, who looks through
the three eyes of grammar, hermeneutics, and epistemology” (padavakyapramananétratrayanirik-
sanaparaparameésvara). Kamalinirajaharmsa of Pirnasarasvati (Trivandrum: The Superintendent,
Government Press, 1947), 5.

3 Steven P. Hopkins, “Extravagant Beholding: Love, Ideal Bodies, and Particularity,” History of
Religions 47.1 (2007): 8.

37 Bhaktimandakin, 9. This is likely a reference to Sankara’s commentary on Brahma Sitra 2.2.15.

38 Bhaktimandakini, xix-xxi.

3 Bhaktimandakini, 7-9. Cf. Schwartz, “Parabrahman among the Yogins,” 370.

40 Unithiri, Pirnasarasvati, 324, 326-327.
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circles of South Indian Vaisnavas.*! Usually this has meant the Srivaisnavas
of the Tamil country. If we float over and across the Nilgiris, we find another
set of devotees who found the text to be a source of Advaitic meditation.

For Parnasarasvati, who enjoyed representation on the stage as much
as representation of the divine, aesthetics was the bridge between reli-
gion and literature. Beyond his casual mentions of the term bhaktirasa,*?
Parnasarasvati justifies the whole enterprise of composing stotras on ac-
count of its widespread appeal as a method of instruction for the aesthetically
inclined. When an opponent objects that God’s physical features have been
described in simple language in the puranas and need no further represen-
tation in elaborate stotra form, Parnasarasvati responds that different people
have different capacities to comprehend. Some get it by hearing it just once.
Some require more detail. And some just have different preferences when it
comes to modes of instruction.*’ He jokingly accuses his interlocutor of mis-
understanding the purpose of both science and poetry:

It is based on the differences between people in need of instruction that
such a wide range of technical treatises are laid out for study. Otherwise, if
everyone could understand something that could be communicated in a
few words, what would be the use of these voluminous tomes, tangled with
all sorts of opinions, arguments, and concepts? If a single mantra could get
us everything we wanted, what would be the point of this merry-go-round
of all manner of mantras and techniques and ritual formulae? But enough
of this blather, all puffed up with talk of rasas, bhavas, and poetic figures, all

41 Fred Smith, “Reviews: The Bhaktimandakini Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African
Studies 76.3 (2013): 524-525. The ritual function of stétras in medieval Tamil Saiva Siddhanta
provides a possible context for the interest in stotras among their non-Saiddhantika counterparts
in Kerala. See Whitney Cox, “Making a Tantra in Medieval South India: The Maharthamanjari and
the Textual Culture of Cola Cidambaram” (Ph.D. diss, University of Chicago, 2006), 107: “[ TThe PAS
(Paficavaranastava) is concerned with the projection of an aesthetically compelling picture of the
basic Saiddhantika ritual form, mapping out of the imaginative spaces of daily worship. ... [ T]hrough
the poetic restaging of the essential liturgical forms through which he and every other Saiddhantika
initiate structured their religious lives, Aghorasiva hints at the possibility of a self-consciousness, an
inner depth that emerges precisely through the adherence to ritual discipline.”

42 Bhaktimandakin, 47,79, 87.

43 Bhaktimandakini, 9. In support of the idea of preference, he quotes the Pratyabhijia philos-
opher Utpaladéva’s I$varapratyabhijiiakarika (2.33): yatharuci yatharthitvam yathavyutpatti
bhidyate abhaso'py artha ekasminn anusamdhanasadhite. See Isabelle Ratié, “’A Five-Trunked, Four-
Tusked Elephant Is Running in the Sky’: How Free Is Imagination According to Utpaladeva and
Abhinavagupta?,” Asiatische Studien 64.2 (2010): 359, n. 47: “In an object that is one (¢ka), [because
it is] established through a synthesis (anusamdhana), an [elementary] phenomenon (abhasa) can
also be distinguished according to [the subject’s] free will (ruci), a [particular] desire (arthitva), [or]
according to education (vyutpatti).
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of which are ultimately unreal (or: unphilosophical). It is well-established
that this undertaking of the blessed teacher, ocean of boundless knowledge,
whose every act is exclusively dedicated to giving grace to others, is pur-
poseful in order that those who have become infused with rasa, and whose
minds are tender and sincere, may alight upon this extremely profound
subject matter.**

This passage is noteworthy for a few reasons. One is the gesture—a good-
humored jab—toward the excesses of both Saiva ritual and scholarly pro-
liferation. Another is the smooth transition between the devotional and the
aesthetic; bhakti is the prerogative of the sensitive connoisseur, someone
who wants both “fun and freedom” (bhuktimuktyabhilasuka).*> Finally
there are the traces of Purnasarasvatis playful character, peeking through
not only in his opinionated asides—for example, his tongue-in-cheek
apology for inserting poetics into a philosophical commentary—but also in
his poetic prose style. He often employs alliteration (vikalpajalpakalpana),
consonance (karatalakalitam iva kanakakatakam), and light syllables in
quick succession (myrdulasarala). The most sustained example comes when
he breathlessly retells, almost entirely in short vowels, as if to the rapid beat
of a drum, a story from the Harivarsa of Visnu coming to the aid of the gods
in battle against the demons.*® While contemporary poets in the stotra genre
were experimenting with “flashy” poetry (citrakavya), Purnasarasvati was
becoming a flashy prose stylist. Commentary should be fun, as he said while
reading the plays of Bhavabhuti.*’ Instead of being purely pedagogical, com-
mentary can help us understand an author’s affective state, especially when

4 Bhaktimandakini, 12: vyutpadyabhédapéksaya hi Sastrani vicitrani vistiryanté. anyatha
parimitaksaropadesyéna tattvéna sarvesam caritarthatvat kimartha eésa vividhavikalpajalpaka-
Ipandjatilo  granthaskandhatibharanibandhah? ékénaiva mantrénabhimatasakalarthasiddhau
kimprayojana ceyam bahuvidhamantratantraparatantryayantrana? ity alam atattvarasabhavala-
mkaratarangitabhangipratipadanéna. sarasatam dapadya, mydulasaralamatinam atigahanésminn
bhagavatam acaryanam ayam arambha iti sthitam.

45 Bhaktimandakini, 9.

46 See Bhaktimandakini, 138-139. For example, “Coming to know this inspired compassion in his
heart, and the enemy of demons then delighted the gods by revealing his own body before them as
if it were ambrosia, neutralizing all sins” (tadavagamajanitakarunamatir asuraripur atha nijavapur
akhiladuritasamanam amytamayam iva purata upadadhad amaraparisadam aramayad).

47 See Rasamafijari, 268, on reading a “chain of imaginative comparisons” (utpréksasyrkhala)
in Malatimadhava 5.10: “What would be the fun if we interpreted them as being independent of
one another? There would just be a pointless proliferation of utpréksas” (parasparanirapéksataya
vyakhyané kas camatkarah? utpreksabahulyam ca nirarthakam apadyéta).
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love for God is in play. Even grammatical faults can become virtues if you
read them right:

Here, the use of particular verbs at different times, like “Protect us” or “I
worship” or “I bow down” should be understood as a result of the agita-
tion on the part of the composer. His heart is out of control in its obsession
with God, swung back and forth by bhaktirasa. In such circumstances, the
absence of grammatical order is in fact an aesthetic virtue, since it causes
the sensitive listener to respond with amazement. As Vatsyayana says
(Kamasitra 2.2.31): “Manuals are only useful for people who lack imag-
ination. But when the wheel of love starts spinning, no instructions, no
direction”*

It is camatkara, wonder, fascination, that matters for the devotee and the
critic alike.*” One version of wonder is limited to the form of poetry, while
another comprehends its object. In the former, the beautiful arrangement
of words prompts critics to smack their lips in appreciation. In the latter, in-
spiration trumps grammar, as God throws the devotee for a spin with his
blinding beauty. The more marvelous and inexplicable the vision of God, the
more wondrous the poetry becomes.”®

Although the Bhaktimandakini’s view of bhakti was relatively sedate and
philosophical, this passage hints at a correspondence between the erotic
and devotional moods of love. Parnasarasvati exploited the erotic motifs
of bhakti in his Hamsasandésa, a lyric poem in the messenger genre. In
the Hamsasandésa, a lovelorn woman enlists a goose to take a message to
her faraway lover. At first, we know only that she is longing anxiously for a

48 Bhaktimandakini, 47: atra ca, kadacit payan na iti, kadacit vande iti, kaddcit pranaum
ityadikriyavisésaprayogo ~ bhaktirasavéedhéna  bhagavadanusandhané  paravasahrdayasya
prayoktuh sambhramavasad iti mantavyah. évamvidheé ca sthale, prakramabhédah pratyuta
sahrdayacamatkarakariti guna éva, ‘Sastranam visayas tavad yavan mandarasa narah. raticakré
pravrtté tu naiva sastram na ca kramah” iti vatsyayanoktatvat.

49 See David Shulman, “Notes on Camatkara,” in Language, Ritual and Poetics in Ancient India
and Iran: Studies in Honor of Shaul Migron, ed. David Shulman (Jerusalem: The Israel Academy
of Sciences and Humanities, 2010), 249-276. On the use of this term among Kashmiri poets and
philosophers to characterize the devotee’s experience of Siva, see Stainton, Poetry as Prayer, 246-
247,249-251,259-261.

50 On the aesthetics of astonishment and wonder in the stotra genre, see Stainton, Poetry as
Prayer, 218-226. Cf. Harshita Mruthinti Kamath, “Praising God in ‘Wondrous and Picturesque
Ways’: Citrakavya in a Telugu Prabandha, Journal of the American Oriental Society 141.2
(2021): 255-271. For an account of wonder in poetry and theology alike, see Rembert Lutjeharms,
A Vaisnava Poet in Early Modern Bengal: Kavikarnapira’s Splendour of Speech (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2018), 273-274.
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certain hardhearted heartthrob. In the tenth stanza we discover that he is
none other than Krsna, scion of the Vrsnis. The forlorn woman then guides
the goose through “all of the places my lover has loved.”>! The route begins
in Kaficipuram, home to both the Vaikuntha Perumal temple that features
the Bhagavata in its very structural program, as well as the Srividya cult of
Tripurasundari, which will resurface in the writings of Raghavananda. The
goose then glides over several Tamil Vaisnava hotspots: Srirangam, site
of the Ranganatha temple; the Kavéri and Tamraparni rivers; and Alvar
Tirunagari, a sacred site to Srivaisnavas. Here, Pirnasarasvati pauses to pay
respects to the Vaisnava poet-saint Nammalvar and his Tiruvaymoli:

Bow your head to Murari’s icon

—we call him Sathakopan—

who revealed the meaning of scripture
(holy waters, blissful waters!)

by weaving it in Tamil like a necklace,
and who relieves for all his lovers

the pain of living in the world.>?

After a considerable detour through Kerala, during which he visits the
temples at Trivandrum and Trccambaram, the goose goes directly to his
final destination: Vrndavana. The message he delivers to Krsna locates the
distress of his mistress in that particular narrative landscape created by the
Bhagavata. It mentions the Bhagavata’s favorite stories: how Krsna felled
the two Arjuna trees, lifted Mount Govardhana, and danced with the young
women of Braj. At this point, in the goose’s telling, the heroine daydreams
that her divine lover briefly appears and tries to go in for an embrace, only to
find her arms firmly crossed over her breasts and her eyes crimson, rimmed
with tears. “Your chest is splashed with saffron from all those gopis’ breasts,”
she admonishes him. “Don’t let it get pale by rubbing up against mine.”>* The

51 The Hamsasandesa, ed. K. Sambasiva Sastri (Trivandrum: Superintendent, Government Press,
1937), 3 (v. 10c) (henceforth cited as Hamsasandésa).
52 Harsasandésa, 5 (v. 22):
aviscakre nigamavacasam artham anandatirtham
ya sargranthya dramidadharanibhasaya bhiisayéva
tam bhaktanam bhavaparinatam tapam atroddharantim
miirtim mirdhna vinama Sathakopabhidhanam murareh.
%3 Hamsasandésa, 16 (v. 85):

sankalpais tvam ksanam upagatari satvaraslesalolam
raktapangi stanakrtabhujasvastika sasram aha
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tone of intimacy, withdrawal, and intense longing that charaterizes bhakti
poetry for Krsna®* comes to a stirring conclusion:

You know how dark Draupadi,

dragged by the devilish Kurus

into that great hall, called out in duress:
“Krsna, Krsna, KRSNA!!”

and it reached your ears so far away—
Well I find it strange that

you can’t seem to hear

the cries of this woman

when you're sitting in her heart.”

The Bhagavata was a spectral presence in Purnasarasvatls writing,
but it shimmered with many kinds of love: divine, literary, everyday.
Parnasarasvati appreciated the emotional tenor of bhakti poetry in the same
way that he relished the taste of kavya. Bhakti as poetry could give you both
pleasure, bhukti, and liberation, mukti. The two were not so far apart in
the Saiva imaginary. Pirnasarasvati said as much in a mischievous stanza
that introduces the setting of Kamalinirajaharsa: “In the city of Vrsapuri
(Trssar), the courtesan of liberation pleases her suitors even without the
price of non-dual awakening”*® The double entendre of liberation as “re-
lease” and of nondualism as “coupling” would not have been lost on the
play’s audience. Purnasarasvati was fond of such metaphors. Later he would
say that even if his language was less than perfect, the learned should regard
it highly if it were about Siva. For even “if a king’s concubine becomes his

gopastrinam kucaparicitaih kunkumair ankitam te
vakso ma bhit kucaviluthanair luptasobham mameti.

54 Of course, emotions run high in bhakti poetry for Siva as well. Cf. Hamsa Stainton, “Wretched
and Blessed: Emotional Praise in a Sanskrit Hymn from Kashmir, in The Bloomsbury Research
Handbook of Emotions in Classical Indian Philosophy, ed. Maria Heim, Chakravarthi Ram-Prasad,
and Roy Tzohar (London: Bloomsbury, 2021), 239-254.

55 T have included a third cry to Krsna even though the word in the original is an adjective for
Draupadyi, because that is the sonic effect intended by the poet. See Harmisasandésa, 18-19 (v. 98):

krtsnadvistaih kurubhir adhamaih krsyamana sabhayam
krcchrastha yad vyalapad abala krsna krsneti krsna
tat té duram Sravanapadavim yatam état tu citram
cittastho'pi pralapitagirari yan na tasyah synosi.
56 Kamalinirajahamsa, 2 (v. 7cd): advaitabodhapanabandhanam antarapi yasyam vimuktiganika
bhajate mumuksin.
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wife, everyone comes to respect her as queen.”> We have already seen that
he was familiar with the science of sex, having quoted the Kama Sitra in
the Bhaktimandakini. For an ascetic, Purnasarasvati knew what it was like
to letloose.

Raghavananda: Rapprochement and Religious Reading

58

Two centuries later,”® another Saiva renunciant named Raghavananda

placed the Bhagavata at the center ofhis religious, philosophical, and literary
interests. There was some not inconsiderable intellectual overlap between
Raghavananda and Parnasarasvati. Both wrote commentaries on literary
stotras, both found direct sources of inspiration from the Bhagavata,and both
sought a rapprochement between Pratyabhijiia theology, classical Advaita
Védanta, and Vaisnava bhakti. Their biographies also suggest a shared ge-
ography. Both frequented the Vatakkunathan Siva temple in Trs$ar as well
as the Trccambaram Krsna temple. I will return to the institutional networks
that linked Parnasarasvati and Raghavananda later. For now, I am focusing
on Raghavananda’s body of work. His writings include commentaries on
the Bhagavata Purana, the Paramarthasara of Adisésa, the Mukundamala
attributed to King Kulasékhara, the Visnubhujangaprayata Stotra attributed
to Sankaracarya, and the Laghustuti, a Sakta praise-poem of Kashmiri prov-
enance. The last of these gives us the clearest indication that Raghavananda

7 Kamalinirajahamsa, 6 (v. 16cd): dasi nypasya yadi darapadé nivista deviti sapi nanu
manapadam jananam.

8 There is some disagreement about Raghavananda’s date. Some have said that he lived in the four-
teenth century. I argue that he lived in the sixteenth century. Raghavananda recognizes the patronage
of King Raghava, purportedly one of the Kolattiri rajas who ruled over parts of northern Kerala and
possibly lived toward the beginning of the fourteenth century. Raghavananda is often identified with
one Kokkunnattu Svamiyar, whose traditional dates also line up with the early fourteenth century.
Raghavananda certainly postdates the thirteenth century, since he cites the Saubhagyahyrdayastotra
(v. 5) by Sivananda (c. 1225-1275 cE). However, he also quotes the Kramadipika (1.4) by the
Nimbarki Vaisnava author Késava Kasmiri Bhatta, which pushes his date to the sixteenth century.
Raghavananda does not cite the text by name, and at first it seems improbable that a Nimbarki
Vaisnava who was closely associated with the Braj region should have influenced Saivas in the
South. But it was not unheard of. The South Indian Sakta-Saiva Simbhavanandanatha quoted the
Kramadipika (2.15) in his Paramasivadvaitakalpalatika. On the Kolattiri rdjas, see K. Kunjunni
Raja, The Contribution of Kerala to Sanskrit Literature (Madras: University of Madras, 1980), 8.
On the identification with Kokkunnattu Svamiyar, see E. Easwaran Nampoothiry, “Contribution
of Kerala to Advaitavédanta Literature,” Vishveshvaranand Indological Journal 22 (1984): 190-191.
On Sivananda and Sambhavanandanatha, see Alexis Sanderson, “The Saiva Literature,” Journal
of Indological Studies 24-25 (2012-2013): 68, 69, n. 267. On the dates of Késava Kasmiri Bhatta,
see Gérard Colas, “History of Vaisnava Traditions: An Esquisse,” in The Blackwell Companion to
Hinduism, ed. Gavin Flood (Oxford: Blackwell, 2003), 253-254.
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was initiated into a Sakta-Saiva religious tradition. In a concluding stanza,
he credits his teacher Krsnananda with giving him sannyasa, and instructing
him in the Upanisads and Védanta. This is of a piece with his autobiograph-
ical comments in other works, but here he also records attaining the “Saiva
path” at the hands of another guru, whom he gives the title of anandanatha.>
This title is not a proper name but an appellation tacked onto a guru’s ini-
tiation name in the Srividya tradition of Sakta Tantrism, originating in the
Kaula cults associated with the Matsyéndrasarhita and Mahakalasamhi-
ta.%° Raghavananda’s command of the Srividya liturgical corpus, its schemes
of mantric visualization, and its transgressive practices, is plainly evident in
the commentary.

In this commentary, Raghavananda also lays out his cards as an advanced
reader of Pratyabhijna, familiar with both the Saiva scriptures themselves and
with postscriptural exegetes like Utpaladéva, Abhinavagupta, and Ksemaraja.
At the same time, and unlike his Kashmiri predecessors, Raghavananda tried
to meld the terms of classical Advaita Védanta with the cosmology and phi-
losophy of nondual Saivism. More surprising is how Saiva discourse filtered
into ostensibly Vaisnava literature in Raghavananda’s writing, not in such a
way as to undermine the integrity of Vaisnavism itself,*! but rather in order to
achieve a degree of synthesis that nevertheless preserved the particularity of
each tradition. For example, let us look at Raghavananda’s Tatparyadipika,
a commentary on the Mukundamala, a famous stotra from Kerala. When
the poem describes Krsna as the highest reality (param tattvam), a Saiva
reader objects that “Krsna” cannot literally be the highest tattva, for he must
be identified with the “Purusa” tattva, a lower category on the hierarchy of
thirty-six tattvas in the Saiva Tantras. Raghavananda responds that there
is in fact no higher principle than the Purusa—understood as the Supreme
Person—and that all thirty-six tattvas inhere in him. Instead of adopting
the universalist rhetoric of mainstream Advaita Védanta, he follows with a

59 The Laghustuti of Sri Laghu Bhattaraka with the commentary of Sri Raghavananda, ed. T.
Ganapati Sastr1 (Trivandrum: Superintendent, Government Press, 1917), 43 (henceforth cited as
Laghustuti).

¢ James Mallinson, The Khecarividya of Adinatha: A Critical Edition and Annotated Translation of
an Early Text of hathayoga (London: Routledge, 2007), 165-166, n. 6.

61 The sixteenth-century scholar Appayya Diksita tried to do just this by rereading the Ramayana
and Mahabharata as Saiva works. See Yigal Bronner, “A Text with a Thesis: The Ramayana from
Appayya Diksita’s Receptive End, in South Asian Texts in History: Critical Engagements with
Sheldon Pollock, ed. Yigal Bronner, Whitney Cox, and Lawrence McCrea (Ann Arbor: Association
for Asian Studies, 2011), 45-63. However, on Appayya’s more conciliatory approach to sectarian con-
flict, probably as a result of different systems of patronage, see Ajay Rao, “The Vaisnava Writings of a
Saiva Intellectual;” Journal of Indian Philosophy 44.1 (2014): 41-65.
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peculiar combination of Saiva, Vaisnava, and Advaita language: “The Purusa
unfolding [kramamanal] in his very own self, pure unbroken self-reflective
consciousness [aham-vimarsal, that is existence, joy, and pure consciousness
[cideékarasa], non-conceptual, eternal, stripped of all dualities, is described
by the Paficaratras as Narayana, and by Saivas as Paramasiva®> What we
have here is not a colorless Brahman standing above squabbling sectarians
but rather an appeal to a specific Saiva notion of the Purusa fused with clas-
sical Advaita terms of art. Having first employed the technical Pratyabhijia
term aham-vimarsa to describe the Purusa’s reflective consciousness of the
entire creation as his own self, Raghavananda then deftly inserts sat, exist-
ence, into the Saiva terminology of cid-ananda, consciousness-and-joy.
He refers to the Vaisnava and Saiva communities not by name but by their
differences regarding the number of tattvas: the Pancaratra Tantras speak
of twenty-five, while the Saiva Tantras count thirty-six. What follows is a
dizzying transposition of the Saiva hierarchy of tattvas and their operations
onto Védanta metaphysics and Upanisad verses. For example, the various
powers of Siva (jfiana-sakti, kriya-sakti, iccha-sakti), are mapped onto the
three gunas (sattva, rajas, tamas), the constituent qualities of creation that,
in Védanta, belong to the cosmic illusion maya.®*

This passage finds a curious parallel in Raghavananda’s commentary on
the Laghustuti. The parallel suggests that he saw these prayers to Sakti and to
Krsnaasbeing ofa piece with one another, as sites for the exact same exegetical
practice. A closer look at the Laghustuti passage reveals that Raghavananda
was not cursorily interested in the Paficaratra tradition but actively wove to-
gether Saiva and Vaisnava theories of creation. In the middle of an account
of the thirty-six tattva model of Saiva cosmology, Raghavananda introduces
concepts from Paficaratra when he arrives at sarkoca, the “self-contraction”
of the highest principle, Siva-Sakti:

2 Srimukundamala with Tatparyadipika of Raghavananda, ed. K. Rama Pisharoti
(Annamalainagar: Annamalai University, 1933), 43: nirvikalpakanityanirastanikhiladvaitanusan-
gé sadanandacidekarasé svatmany évanavacchinnaharvimarsasaré kramamanah purusé narayana
iti paficavimsattattvavadibhih, paramasiva iti sattrimsattattvavadibhir varnyaté (henceforth cited as
Tatparyadipika).

S Tatparyadipika, 44-45. On the homologies between Saiva, Vaisnava, and Advaita being
established in medieval South India, see Whitney Cox, “Puranic Transformations in Cola
Cidambaram: The Cidambaramahatmya and the Satasarhita,” in Puspika: Tracing Ancient India
through Texts and Traditions, vol. 1, ed. Nina Mirnig, Péter-Daniel Szanto, and Michael Williams
(Oxford: Oxbow Books, 2013), 25-48. Cf. Cox, “Making a Tantra in Medieval South India,” 67: “It
is essential to see the resulting eclectic synthesis not as a collision of unreconciled sources, but as a
deliberate textual strategy, a harmonization of diverse materials within the text’s own superordinate
structure.”
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This is the process of sarkdca: I$vara (the fourth of the thirty-six tattvas)
makes this world, which only appears as if different from himself, actually
separate, through his own maya called Prakrti, by employing her rajas, in
a sequential order of elements beginning with mahat. When he does so,
he becomes the Creator, Hiranyagarbha. When he enters into that very
creation as its inner controller, by taking recourse to Prakrti’s sattva, and
regulates it, then he becomes Visnu. And when he himself withdraws it,
using Prakrti’s tamas, then he becomes Rudra. In this way, Prakrti is
comprised of the three gunas. When Prakrti’s gunas are agitated [ksubhita]
through the power of the Lord called Para, she creates the element mahat,
in accordance with time and action.®*

The first unconventional move here is to equate maya with Prakrti, two sep-
arate tattvas in the Saiva model but equivalent in the Vaisnava Pafcaratra,
which adapted the Sarhkhya cosmology. The association of the three Hindu
gods Brahma, Visnu, and Rudra with the three gunas is also an older one,
though not elaborated in Saivism in exactly this way. The concept of ksobha,
agitation or effervescence, had a technical meaning for Pratyabhijia authors
like Abhinavagupta, for whom it signified the state of consciousness in which
creation appears, perturbing the stillness of the absolute. Here, however,
Raghavananda draws upon the Vaisnava inflection on the same concept, in
which it is the gunas that are disturbed and not creation itself qua cosmic ag-
itation.5®> He provides intertextual resonances with the Satvata Tantra, a late
Vaisnava scripture that centers on the figure of Krsna, to describe how the
elements give rise to the universe, through God’s will.®¢ He even describes

¢ Laghustuti, 33: ayam ca samkdocakramah—yada punar isvarah svasmat prthag iva bhasamanarm
visvam svamayayaiva prakrtisamjiiaya rajogunam avalambya mahadadikraména prthag
éva karoti, tada srasta hiranyagarbhé bhavati. tatraivantaryamitvéena prakrteh sattvagunam
avalambya‘nupravisya yada niyamyati, tada visnuh. sa éva prakrtés tamogunam avalambya yada
samharati, tada rudrah. évam gunatrayatmika prakrtih. saivesasaktya parakhyaya ksubhitaguna
kalakarmanugunyé mahantam srjati.

65 See Visnu Purana 1.2.29-31; Bhagavata Purana 8.3.16, 11.22.33. In Saiva nondualist systems,
agitation is creation itself (systir éva ksobhah). See André Padoux and Roger Orphé-Jeanty, The
Heart of the Yogini: The Yoginihrdaya, A Sanskrit Tantric Treatise (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2013),47.

6 Laghustuti, 34: évam srstani mahadadinisvarecchaya kalakraménanyonyam  militva
haimarm brahmandam utpadayanti. Cf. Satvata Tantra 1.30-31: mahadadini tattvani purusasya
mahatmanah karyavatararipani janihi dvijasattama. sarvany eétani samgrhya purusasyécchaya
yada amsair utpadayamasur virajam bhuvanatmakam.
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that God by one of his Vaisnava epithets, the Karanodakasayi, one who
sleeps in the waters of creation.’

As we have seen in the Tatparyadipika, it was not all one-way traffic. If
Raghavananda brought Vaisnava terms of art into his Saiva-Sakta met-
aphysics, he returned the favor in his writings on Vaisnava texts. In doing
so, he was far from subsuming either Saiva or Vaisnava doctrines into
the inclusivist ocean of Advaita. His was much more an act of grafting, of
inserting concepts, sometimes uncomfortably, into slits in a well-rooted
corpus, in the hope that each may sustain the other. In his commentary on the
first stanza of the Paramarthasara, a transitional text between Sarhkhya and
Védanta that was produced in a Vaispava milieu, Raghavananda describes
the supreme in the Saiva nondualist terms we previously encountered, as “ex-
istence, joy, and pure consciousness” (sad-ananda-cidékarasa).®® In support
of the notion that this undifferentiated being is able to create the world as a
manifestation of his ever-luminous self, he quotes the Sivastotravali (20.9)
by the Pratyabhijiia theologian Utpaladéva. That he regards Utpaladéva as
an authority alongside more conventional Vaisnava authorities is made ap-
parent when he cites Utpaladéva’s Isvarapratyabhijiiakarika (1.5.2) imme-
diately after and in support of statements made in the Visnu Purana and
the Bhagavad Gita.®® The same infiltration is in effect in Raghavananda’s
commentary on the Visnubhujangaprayata Stotra. Commenting on the
penultimate stanza, Raghavananda glosses the word “god” with technical
terms derived from Saiva nondualism, as “that self-luminous consciousness
delighting in his very own self with the five actions: creation, preservation,
dissolution, concealment, and grace.””°

Why did Raghavananda feel compelled to keep the specificities of Saiva
and Vaisnava discourse alive and intermingling, when, as an Advaitin in the
Sankara mold, he could have easily subordinated them to the universalism
of mainstream Advaita Védanta? Let us be clear: Raghavananda knew his

7 In some Vaisnava traditions, the Karanodaka-, Garbhodaka-, and Ksirodaka- forms of
the reclining Visnu correspond to three of his four manifestations (vyiha) in Paficaratra doc-
trine: Sankarsana, Pradyumna, and Aniruddha.

6 On the Saiva “rewriting” of the Paramarthasara by Abhinavagupta, see Lyne Bansat-Boudon
and Kamalesha Datta Tripathi, An Introduction to Tantric Philosophy: The Paramarthasara of
Abhinavagupta with the Commentary of Yogaraja (London: Routledge, 2011).

% The Paramarthasara of Bhagavad Adisesha with the Commentary of Raghavananda, ed. T.
Ganapati Sastr1 (Trivandrum: Travancore Government Press, 1911), 2, 16. Recall that Parnasarasvati
quoted Utpaladéva’s Isvarapratyabhijfiakarika in his Bhaktimandakini.

70 Visnubhujangaprayatastotram, ed. C. K. Raman Nambiar, Sri Ravi Varma Sarhskrita Granthavali
vol. 1, no. 3 (Tripunithura: The Sanskrit College Committee, 1953), 7: hé déva svaprakasacinmiirté
visvotpadanapalanadanatirobhavanugrahaih paficabhih krtyaih svatmany éva kridamana.
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Sankara very well, and his Surésvara, his Sarvajiiatman, and several other
votaries of “classical” Advaita Védanta. Perhaps the answer is in the ques-
tion itself. What did it mean to be an Advaitin in the Sankara mold in the
first place? It is now widely accepted that Sankara and other authors of
early Advaita probably belonged to a Vaisnava environment.”! More re-
cently it has been argued that the Bhagavata was responsible for placing
bhakti over the value system and soteriology of the specific form of Advaita
Védanta represented by Sankara and Surésvara, a process localizable in me-
dieval Kerala.”2 Himself immersed in the exuberant language of Sakta-Saiva
nondualism, Raghavananda invokes Sankara as a Vaisnava poet and Advaita
philosopher, as if trying to recuperate the radical roots of Vaispavism.
Vaisnava literature and philosophy permeated Raghavananda’s writings be-
cause of and not in spite of the fact that he was an Advaitin, one who was
trying to engage both with the wider world of embodied bhakti and with the
internal tensions between multiple nondualisms.

Itisin the service of the attempted synthesis between a forbidding, austere,
firmly textual Advaita Védanta, and the positive, life-affirming, antinomian
joy of Tantric Saivism, that the Bhagavata comes into play for Raghavananda.
In the same way that bhukti and mukti were experienced simultaneously in
nondualist Saivism, for Raghavananda bhakti and mukti were one and the
same. Raghavananda opens the Tatparyadipika with stanzas from the elev-
enth canto of the Bhdgavata that exalt bhakti above all other means to liber-
ation. He then launches into a summary of classical Advaita teaching about
the unity between Atman and Brahman and the illusory nature of duality. He
concludes his introduction by quoting a stanza from the Sambaparicasika,
a stotra from eighth-century Kashmir, which says that there is no difference
between the agent of praise, the object of praise, and the act of praise itself.
The sense of difference is a result of ignorance, as is the idea, according to
the Bhagavata (11.11.1), that one is either bound or liberated. If the concept
of liberation is a result of maya, then it is fine to employ illusory methods of
differentiation like praise to achieve that desired end.”® There is thus a close
relationship between bhakti and mukti, and not simply as means to an end,
as he explains while commenting on the third stanza:

71 Paul Hacker, “Relations of Early Advaitins to Vaisnavism,” in Philology and Confrontation: Paul
Hackeron Traditional and Modern Vedanta,ed. Wilhelm Halbfass (Albany: SUNY Press, 1995),33-40.

72 Aleksandar Uskokov, “The Black Sun That Destroys Inner Darkness: Or, How Badarayana
Became Vyasa,” Journal of the American Oriental Society 142.1 (2022): 63-92.

73 Tatparyadipika, 1-3.
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Even if bhakti and mukti deliver the same benefit, since both are the experi-
ence of uninterrupted joy, different people have different preferences,” so for
the author to say (in verse 3) that he prays only for bhakti is not a problem.
What we have to understand is this. Mukti is the direct, unmediated aware-
ness of Brahman as pure inner consciousness. Brahman is pure existence,
consciousness, and joy. It is the cause of the creation, preservation, and dis-
solution of the world. Such awareness has as its source great statements of the
Upanisads like “That you are.”

Bhakti, for its part, is a happiness in the mind never seen before, which
is recognized through such signs as hairs standing on end, tears falling, and
staring with mouth agape. Insofar as perfect veneration and faith in God and
perfect love for the Atman culminate in the undivided unity of Atman and
Brahman, this happiness, also known as eternal, unsurpassed love, manifests
at the exact same time.

Because they have the same cause, the same time, the same locus, and
the same content, they are in reality one and the same, and their differ-
ence is only conventional. It makes sense, then, that one can freely choose
between them, because achieving one accomplishes the other. So says the
Bhagavata Purana (11.2.42), a veritable Upanisad: “Bhakti, experience
of God, and disdain for other things—all three appear at the same time.”
And it is with this in view that the revered author of the Sivastotravali (1.7,
20.11) proclaimed: “Lord! You alone are the self of all, and everyone loves
themselves. People will really flourish if they realize that bhakti for you is
spontaneous, in their own nature. Those who prosper with the wealth of
bhakti, what else could they want? Those who are impoverished without it,
what else could they want?”7>

74 The concept of ruci-vaicitrya was also used by Purnasarasvati to explain the appeal of the lit-
erary stotra. It famously appears in Puspadanta’s Mahimnah Stotra (v. 7) in a slightly different reg-
ister, to show that even though people have different tastes in religion and philosophy, all culminate
in Siva, like waters in the ocean.

75 Tatparyadipika, 14: yadyapi bhaktimuktyos tulyayégaksemata akhandanandanubhavamayatvat,
tathapi purnsam rucivaicitryaniyaman mama bhaktivisayaiva prarthana na dosayéti bhavah. atraitad
avadhéyam—muktirnamavisvotpattisthitisamharahetutvopalaksitasyasaccidanandaikarasamirter
brahmanas  tattvamasyadimahavakyapramanakah  pratyakcinmatratasaksadbodhah, —bhaktih
punar iSvaranisthaniratisayabahumanavisvasayor atmanisthaniratisayapréemnah cakhandabrah-
matmaparyavasitataya tatsamasamayabhivyajyamand romaharsasrupatamukhavikasadilingak-
ah kascanapirvadarsano manasollaso yo'sau nityaniratisayaprityavirbhavaparaparyayé bhavatity
atd'nayor ékanimittatvat ekakalatvad ékadhikaranatvad ékavisayatvac ca vastuta aikaripyam
vyavaharatas ca bhédah, tenatrécchavikalpo yuktatarah anyatarasiddhav aparasyavasyambhavad
iti. tatha ca puranopanisat— “bhaktih parésanubhavo viraktir anyatra caitat trika ékakalam” ity
etad abhisandhaya ca sriman stotravalikarah pravocat— “tvam évatmesa sarvasya sarvas catmani
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In this dazzling passage, Raghavananda once again sews together what ap-
pear to be disparate and contradictory threads of thought. First is the rela-
tionship between bhakti, an emotional outpouring oflove for a divine object,
and mukti, liberation from the mistaken notion that one is finite and subject
to birth and death. Raghavananda suggests that these two are not as different
as they may appear in everyday life. The metaphysical question that generally
arises at this point for nondualists and their critics is that if bhakti requires a
lover and a beloved, and mukti obliterates the distinction, how can they be
compatible? Raghavananda sidesteps this question entirely and appeals to
a different kind of phenomenology. Both ultimately operate with respect to
God who is the Atman, and in both cases one becomes ec-static, thrown out-
side the confines of one’s self. Here we find the second fascinating splice, the
juxtaposition of the Bhagavata with Utpaladéva’s Sivastotravali. Utpaladéva
was a key source for the reconciliation of bhakti and nondualist theology in
the stotra form.”® His poetry tackled theoretical questions about the relation-
ship between prayer and nondualism, and it brought together the emotional
and philosophical registers of language. He thought of bhakti in a distinc-
tively nondualist way, “not as a stepping stone, but as a manifestation of unity,
an articulation of the final goal itself””” And he was one of the first to use
aesthetic terminology in his devotional poetry. What is distinctive about the
southerners is their incorporation of the Bhagavata and other Vaisnava texts
in their commentarial program. Like his predecessors, Raghavananda cared
about the literary quality of devotional poetry. Attending to the aesthetics of
bhakti allows us deeper insight into why he considered the Bhagavata so cen-
tral to his intellectual enterprise.

Raghavanandas most ambitious project was a commentary on the
Bhagavata called the Krsnapadi.’® Although he borrowed heavily from
Laksmidhara’s Amyrtatarangini and followed many of his readings,
Raghavananda wrote on a much larger scale and sometimes disagreed with

ragavan iti svabhavasiddham tvadbhaktim janafi jayéj janah. bhaktilaksmisamyddhanam kim anyad
upaydcitam énaya va daridranam kim anyad upayacitam?”

Cf. The Sivastotravali of Utpaladevacharya with the Sanskrit Commentary of Ksemaraja, ed.
Rajanaka Laksmana (Varanasi: The Chowkhamba Sanskrit Series Office, 1964), 6, 346.

76 Stainton, Poetry as Prayer, 120-127.

77 Stainton, Poetry as Prayer, 125.

78 Srimad Bhagavatam Krsnapadisamétam, ed. Achyuta Poduval and C. Raman Nambiar, Sri Ravi
Varma Samskrita Grandhavali no. 11 (Tripunithura: Sanskrit College Committee, 1963) (hence-
forth cited as Krsnapadi).
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his predecessor.”” In his commentary on the first stanza, he claimed that the
Bhagavata was the essence of all sorts of texts, genres, and doctrines: sruti,
smrti, itihdsa, purana, kavya, nataka, Mimarsa, Uttara Mimarhsa, the
Satvata Sarhitas, the Saiva Agamas, and a whole host of others.®* To regard
the Bhagavata as the quintessence and culmination of all scriptures, Vedic
and Tantric, was not necessarily unique, though unusual for a Saiva.’! What
is most interesting is what Raghavananda found most interesting about the
Bhagavata. Even more strongly than Laksmidhara, Raghavananda repeat-
edly emphasized the literary quality of the Bhagavata as its most distin-
guishing and superlative feature. Pirnasarasvati may have been the more
accomplished litterateur, but Raghavananda was equally versed in Sanskrit
aesthetics, and it shone throughout his religious and philosophical writings.
Raghavananda introduces Bhagavata 1.1.2 with a question seemingly
straight out of the Kavyaprakasa, Mammata’s classic eleventh-century text-
book of alarkarasastra: How does this poem tell us about the true nature
of things? Is it as a master (prabhu), a relative (bandhu), or a lover (kanta)?
Each of these is already covered; the Veda commands us like a master, the
itihasa and purana entreat us like a friend, and kavyas like the Ramayana
seduce us like a lover. Raghavananda answers that the Bhagavata is a com-
bination of all three. The first two quarters of Bhdgavata 1.1.2 tell us that it
can stand in for the Veda’s ritual- and knowledge-oriented sections, respec-
tively. The third quarter shows us that the Bhagavata is both the essence of
the epics and puranas and distinct from them, insofar as it says that bhakti,
the “central deity” of absolute oneness, a term that echoes Tantric notions
of the primary god of a temple or a mantra, is the most important thing.
The final quarter distinguishes the Bhagavata from every other kavya be-
cause its subject is God.®? Other commentators also found embedded in this
stanza a claim that the Bhagavata was the essence of the Vedas and other
scriptures. Raghavananda is the only one who frames it in such explicitly lit-
erary terms. Sequence matters; that kavya comes last also means it is the best,
according to some measure. Raghavananda pauses to ensure we understand

79 See, e.g., Krsnapadi, 86, where he accuses “someone” of interpolating a stanza after Bhagavata
1.4.4, which, like Bhagavata 1.2.2, recalls a slightly embarrassing story about Sukas father, Vyasa.
Raghavananda trashes an interpretation which matches Laksmidhara’s in Amytatarangini, f. 54-55.

80 Krsnapadi, 4-5.

81 Cf. Frederick M. Smith, “Puranaveda,” in Authority, Anxiety, and Canon: Essays in Vedic
Intepretation, ed. Laurie Patton (Albany: SUNY Press, 1994), 97-138.

82 Krsnapadi, 22-23.
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this claim in detail, for it was why he considered the Bhagavata so important
and unique:

Like a lover, this book instantly attracts the hearts of listeners, for the fol-
lowing reasons: (a) it does not have such aesthetic flaws as being harsh to
the ears; (b) it contains such excellent poetic qualities as sweetness; (c) it
manifests the erotic rasa and all the others; (d) it has ornaments of sound
like alliteration and oblique speech, and ornaments of sense, like simile and
imaginative comparison; (e) it reveals something unprecedented. So even
people who like to have fun will attend to it with faith, and their thoughts
are purified in no time. Then they use the chain of bhakti to lash God to the
pillar of their heart.

The verse emphasizes that “God is locked up in the heart in that instant”
(Bhagavata 1.1.2d). This is because other texts may captivate the mind of
the listener (but not as quickly, for they are not as poetic). And because
stories like Kadambari may immediately captivate the mind, the verse
stresses that it is God who is locked up in the heart. Those books only ex-
emplify rasas that have external objects as their basis [alambana]. Reading
them only increases attachment to sense objects. But in the Bhagavata the
basis is God, the inner reality, so the more you read it, the less interest you
have in worldly objects, and the more you get attached to the Atman, which
isnot an object.

Now you might say that something like the Ramdyana is a kavya that
features God, so this can’t be that special. Even so, it does not “instantly”
produce bhakti for Krsna, for it tends to foreground the rasa of heroism,
among others. Because the Bhdagavata was written with bhaktirasa at its
very core, it instantly produces bhakti for Krsna, and as such is better than
everything else.®®

8 Krsnapadi, 23-24: Srutikatutvadidosarahitatvan madhuryadigunavattvac
chrngaradirasavyanjakatvad anuprasavakroktyadisabdalankaravattvadupamotpréksadyarthalank-
aravattvad apurvarthabodhakatvac catratya kytih kantavac chrotinam manah sadya aharati. tatah
sraddhayatraiva yatamanair bhogibhir apy aciréna kalena visuddhabuddhibhir bhaktisynkhalaya
bhagavan svahrdayastambhé badhyata iti. kytinam srotymanoharatvarm salaksanésu granthantaresv
apy astity ato visinasti—tatksanad iti. tatksanat srotrmanoharakatvam krtinam kadambaryadisv
api astity ata uktam isvarah sadyah hydy avarudhyata iti. bahyarthalambananam éva rasanam
tatrodiranam iti tadabhydasad visayasangabhivrddhir éva syat. atra tu pratyaktattvalaksanabha-
gavadalambanatvam. ata étadabhyasad visayakamandaprahanénavisayatmatattvasaktir udiyat.
téna siddho'tisaya iti. tathapi ramayanadibhyd bhagavadvisayébhyd'sya natisaya ity ata uktam
sadya iti. ramayandadinam bhagavatakavyatvepi virarasadirasantarapradhanyan na sadyah
krsnabhaktyutpadakata. asya bhaktirasapradhanyéna pravrttéh sadyas tadutpadakatvam. téna
sarvatisatity asayah.
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On one level we can read in this passage a classic disparagement of enter-
taining but frivolous literature in favor of the devotional and the soterio-
logical. What Raghavananda would have us believe, however, is that the
Bhagavata is superlative not because it is not literary in that way, but because
it is the most literary, far more so than other competing kavyas. For its sub-
ject was God, the most delectable object of aesthetic pleasure, even for those
“who like to have fun” (bhogi). Even the Ramayana, which for Sanskrit lit-
erati was the paradigmatic kavya and had become a source of theological
inspiration,® was hampered by foregrounding feelings other than love for
Krsna. Unlike with other kavyas, as Laksmidhara had pointed out, the aes-
thetic pleasure derived from the Bhagavata was based on the most intimate
of subjects, the Atman, and not on external objects. That it took the form of
literature rather than philosophical teaching was a virtue and not a flaw. Like
Parpasarasvati, Raghavananda applied different modes of instruction to dif-
ferently qualified individuals.® Poetry was much more likely to hold people’s
attention and reorient them to what really mattered. If art was the lowest
form of teaching, it was because most people needed to be entertained, not
because it was not edifying. To the contrary, it was desperately important to
Raghavananda to lend overall coherence to the Bhagavata as a work of lit-
erature. The locus classicus for this way of reading was the Dhvanyaloka by
Anandavardhana (ninth century), which argued that what gave a work its
unity was the employment of a single predominant rasa.®® As far as I know,
Raghavananda was the only commentator to talk about the Bhagavata in
terms of an “inner” and “outer” rasa:

Here in the Bhagavata, rasa is of two kinds: outer and inner. The inner rasa
is the experience of the joy of Brahman because that rasa has as its basis
the inner truth. As the Veda says (Taittiriya Upanisad 2.7.1), “This person,
having obtained rasa, becomes joyful” Moreover, that rasa is primary, both
because it brings out an extraordinary eternal happiness, and according to

84 See Ajay Rao, Re-figuring the Ramayana as Theology: A History of Reception in Premodern India
(London: Routledge, 2017).

85 Krsnapadi, 4: “Scriptures offer teachings to benefit people, like a master, a friend, and a lover.
It depends on the qualification of the recipient: the best, the average, and the worst” (sastram
purusahitam upadisati. prabhuvad bandhuvat kantavac ca, uttamamadhyamadhamadhikarib
heédat). Cf. Bhaktimandakini, 11: “There are all sorts of people in this world whose qualifications
differ: some are bright, some are okay, and some are dim” (iha khalu uttamamadhyamamandabhéde
nadhikarino bahudha bhavanti).

86 See Gary Tubb, “Santarasa in the Mahabharata Journal of South Asian Literature 20.1
(1985): 141-168.
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the Veda itself (Chandagya Upanisad 1.1.3): “He is the most rasa-esque of
rasas” . .. Now even though this is the rasa that this scripture wishes to
communicate, the outer rasa is also revealed here and there as a means to
achieve it. And that is called bhaktirasa which is the tenth type. We consider
bhaktirasa to be a category of rasa all on its own. Here it is predominant,

while the other rasas are subordinate to it.8”

Over the next page, Raghavananda lists all the ways in which the clas-
sical rasas are suggested (vyafijita) by the narrative and poetic features of
every chapter in the first canto. On the one hand, this is an application of
Anandavardhana’s theory of aesthetic unity to the Bhagavata, a work similar
in scope to the Dhvanyaloka’s examples of the Mahabharata and Ramayana.
Raghavananda was influenced by Laksmidhara in citing Vedic precedence
and in identifying the inner Atman, instead of external objects, as the founda-
tion of rasa. What is patently new, however, is the concept of inner and outer
meaning.® There is more than meets the eye here, clues to the lurking pres-
ence of Tantrism in the text. That it was Krsna and not Rama, the Bhagavata
and not the Ramayana, that inspired Raghavananda was due to his imbri-
cation in the Saiva-Sakta world. We will look at the social dimensions of
this further on, but in terms of intellectual history, it is possible to show that
Raghavananda saw the Bhagavata as an extension and perhaps culmination
of his Tantric commitments. For he reproduced this exact concern with the
aesthetic unity of the text, down to the hierarchy between primary and sub-
ordinate rasas, at the end of his commentary on the Sakta poem Laghustuti.
Aesthetic virtuosity makes the Laghustuti unimpeachable:

In the Veda we hear of Siva-Sakti, the ultimate reality-principle, as being
the primary rasa, viz., “the most rasa-esque of rasas” That principle, to-
gether with the rasa of bhakti for it, in other words the experience of undi-
vided joy, is suggested [vyafijita] throughout this stotra as primary. Other

87 Krsnapadi, 363: iha dvividho rasah bahyabhyantarabhédat. tatra brahmanandanubhavarasa
antarah, tasya pratyaktattvavalambanat, ‘rasam hy évayam labdhvanandi bhavati’ iti srutés ca. sa
eva ca mukhyah, ‘sa esa rasanam rasatamaly’ iti Srutér nityaniratiSayasukhavahatvac ca. ... yady apy
ayam éva rasosmifi Sastré sarvatra pratipipitsitah, tathapy étatsiddhyangataya bahyarasopi tatra
tatra prakasyaté. sa ceha bhaktirasasyapi srngaradivad rasavisésatvorarikarandad dasamavidhah
bhaktirasa éva pradhanah. taditaré tu tadapeksaya gunabhiitah.

8 On the use of the terminology of “inner” and “outer” meaning in seventeenth-century Kerala,
and its possible connection with the Katiyattam tradition of Sanskrit drama, see Andrew Ollett
and Anand Venkatkrishnan, “Plumbing the Depths: Reading Bhavabhati in Seventeenth-Century
Kerala,” Asiatische Studien/Etudes Asiatiques 76.3 (2022): 613-618.

$20Z J8quBA0N $Z Uuo 1s8nb AQ gy68G/500q/woo dnoolwspese//:sdiy wol) papeojumoq



66 LOVE IN THE TIME OF SCHOLARSHIP

rasas have been expressed as subsidiary ornaments to it as and where ap-
propriate. . . . Because it commences with bhaktirasa and concludes with
bhaktirasa, we trust that the st6tra has that as its purport. Here and there we
also find similes, as well as ornaments of sound like alliteration and tender-
ness. People in the know will also find it manifestly clear that it is a formally
creative poem [citrakavya], given its puzzling syntactic construals and
hidden phoneme constructs. Therefore, because it has no aesthetic flaws
[nirdésal, contains aesthetic virtues [sagunal, and is full of rasa [sarasa], we

maintain that everyone should recite it.%°

Everything that has occupied Raghavananda in his survey of the Bhagavata
shows up here: the Vedic precedence, the centrality of bhaktirasa, the layers
of aesthetic expression, and the proliferation of poetic devices. Moreover, the
final three terms—nirdosa, saguna, and sarasa—are precisely the ones that
appear at the end of his commentary on Bhagavata 1.1.2, with the addition
there of salankara, hewing even more closely to the classic definition of good
poetry in Bhoja’s Sarasvatikanthabharana (1.2): to be free of flaws, to have
excellent qualities, to be rich in aesthetic flavor, and to be decorated with po-
etic ornaments.” It was incumbent upon Raghavananda, in the end, to expe-
rience religious texts, and the truth of which they spoke, as literary. This was
the way to hold earthly pleasure and transcendent joy together, more imme-
diately than any one theological stance would offer. The Bhagavata was the
perfect candidate, and why not? Considering he spent much of his scholarly
career reading the highlights of Sanskrit poetry, it was probably not subjec-
tive fancy that prompted Daniel H. H. Ingalls to call the Bhdagavata, espe-
cially its tenth book, “the most enchanting poem ever written.”*
Raghavananda depicted the relationship between devotional and literary
aesthetics with a flourish in his commentary on Bhdgavata 1.2.22, where he

8 Laghustuti, 42: ‘sa ésa rasanam rasatama” iti mukhyarasatvéna Srutau Srutasya
Sivasaktyatmakasya  tattvasyakhandanandasariwvidriipasya tadbhaktirasasya ca  sarvatratra
pradhanyéna vyanjitatvad anyésam api rasanam yathayogam eétadangatayalankaratvéena
vyafijitatvacca.... bhaktirasenopakramya ténaivopasamharétatraivasya tatparyamiti ca pratyayitam
Sabdalankaras ca bhavanti. giidhayojanatvagidhavarnatvadind citrakavyata ca vispasta vipascitam
iti. tad évam nirdosatvat sagunatvat sarasatvac ca sarvaih pathaniyam étad iti siddham.

% Krsnapadi, 24: nirdosatvasagunatvasalankaratvasarasatvani gamayati. Cf. The Saraswati
Kanthabharana by Dhareshvara Bhojadeva, ed. Pandit Kedarnath Sarma and Wasudev Laxman
Sastri Pansikar (Bombay: Nirnaya Sagar, 1934), 2: nirdosar gunavat kavyan alankarair alanikytam
rasanvitam kavih kurvan kirtim pritirm ca vindati.

°1 Daniel H. H. Ingalls, “Foreword,” in Krishna: Myths and Rites, ed. Milton Singer (Honolulu: East-
West Center Press, 1966), vi.
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compared achieving liberation to falling in love. It is possible to detect in
this wedding of erotic and religious language something more than analogy,
something like a tip of the hat to those in the know. For the sexual imagery
sprinkled throughout this passage reflects not only the conventions of
Sanskrit aesthetics but also the influence of the Kaula tradition, that most ex-
plicit fusion of sexuality and spirituality in Hindu Tantrism. Table 1.1 shows
the processes side-by-side.”

On the face of it, we have a comparison between how the practice of bhakti,
here portrayed in thoroughly Advaitic terms, eventuates in liberation, and
how the quintessential lover in Sanskrit poetry and drama meets with his
beloved. But the centrality of experience (anubhava), a term we have seen re-
peatedly in Raghavananda’s writings, pushes us outside that frame to consider
the influence of Saiva nondualism.” The appeal to experience challenges the
literary analogy as well. What begins as a description of love that conforms
to Sanskrit aesthetic conventions, easily mapping onto as classic a tale as the
story of Nala and Damayanti, quickly becomes more personal. The worldly

2 Krsnapadi, 56-57: tatra Sravanakirtanabhyam tavad bhagavata
anandanubhavaikarasavigrahatam asau pratipadyate, Sravanalokanabhyam iva
ramanikumararuciratarakaratam kamukah. tatas ca yathavagatavigrahé bhagavati samastyatmani
vyastyatmani va cirakalanirantaramanahpravartanatmakad dhyanat tatsvabhavyam svayam
asnute. yathavagataripayam ndyikdayam cirakalanirantaramanahpravartanat tatsvabhavyam iva
kami. tatas casya bhagavati nityaniratiSayapritiripini bhaktir avirbhavati, kamitur iva kaminyam
parama ratih. tadanantaram atmatattvasangatisayat tadvirodhisu sabdadivisayésu naisargiko'pi
kamo nivartate. angandasangatisayat tadvirodhisu matypitrgurvadisv iva pirvasiddhah kamukasya
snéhatisayah. tatha ca Sabdaditattvajijiasaprasamanad bahyarthaparamarthikataniscayalaksa-
navirodhyabhavéna pratyaktattvam brahmaiva paramarthikam vastu, tadanyad akhilam tatsat
tasphurtyadhinasattasphurtikatvad anvayavyatirekabhavapariharena tasmin Suktau ripyavad
ajiiair adhyaropitam iti $astrarthanirnayo bhavati, matradisv asthanivrttivasat tatsannidhyadi-
rupavirodhyabhavena ramanasyéva yathéccham ramaniviharanam. evan ca bahyan sabdadin
avastutaya parityajya vastutattve brahmanyévasya mané viliyate, svairaviharanavasad ramanasya
visayantaram apahaya ramanyam eéva manovilayavat. tatas cakhandanandanubhavatmakarm
brahmatmabhédéna yoginah saksat prakasaté niratisayasukham ivatmasambhinnataya bhoginah.
tada vigalitasakalasamsarikaduhkhatadupadhibandho nirmuktanikhilasandehah krtakrtyas ca
bhakto bhavati. yathapirvanidhuvanasukhanubhavé mahato duhkhat priyalabdhisandéehac ca
vinirmuktah krtarthas ca yositsangi bhavati, tadvad iti.

%3 The dissertation on how anubhava enters the domain of classical Védanta has yet to be written,
but we may at least make a note of its relative novelty. While some have argued that anubhava was
used to refer to the experience of nonduality in Sankara’s own writings, its mention is admittedly
scattered, equivocal, and inconclusive. Others say that this attribution was largely a result of modern
scholarship on Saikara. Neither party, however, considers the influence of Saiva nondualism, where
personal experience, whether of possession or of intuitive gnostic insight, held a more prominent
place than anywhere else in Indian philosophy. On the debate about anubhava in Advaita Védanta,
see Arvind Sharma, “Is Anubhava a Pramana According to Sankara?,” Philosophy East and West 42.3
(1992): 517-526; Anantanand Rambachan, Accomplishing the Accomplished: The Vedas as a Source
of Valid Knowledge in Sankara (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1991), 1-14. On the scrip-
turally determined rhetoric of experience in Tantric Saivism, see Christopher D. Wallis, “To Enter,
to Be Entered, to Merge: The Role of Religious Experience in the Traditions of Tantric Shaivism”
(Ph.D. diss., University of California, Berkeley, 2014).
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Table 1.1 Krsnapadion Bhagavata 1.2.22

Falling in Love with God

Falling in Love with a Woman

By hearing and singing the stories of
God, one learns that God is the pure
experience of ecstasy [anandanubhav-
aikarasal.

When he understands God to be

like that, whether in the universal

or particular, he himself comes to
experience God’s nature through
meditation, along and uninterrupted
mental exercise.

Then manifests for him bhakti, in the
form of permanent, extraordinary love
for God.

As aresult of excessive attachment to
the Atman, his instinctive desire for
anything contradictory to that, namely
the objects of sense, fades away.

Once he is no longer interested in
learning about material objects, and
since there is no longer any basis for the
contrary understanding that external
objects are real, he understands the
meaning of scripture: that the inner
truth, Brahman, is the only reality; that
all things seem to exist because of its
existence; and that everything other
than it has been superimposed by the
ignorant, like seeing silver where there
is a shell.

Having cast aside external sense-
objects as being unreal, his mind
is dissolved in nothing but the true
reality, Brahman.

For the yogi, Brahman, the
experience of undivided joy
[akhandanandanubhava), appears
directly before him as nondifferent
from himself.

Then the bhakta, one who is in love
with God, becomes fulfilled, having
been released of all doubts and stripped
of all the sorrows of birth and death
and their conditionings.

In the same way, a lover learns from
laudatory accounts that his beloved is a
sweet tender youth.

In the same way, a lover experiences his
beloved as he has previously understood
her to be, by obsessing about her in

his mind for a long time and without
interruption.

In the same way, a lover comes to possess
extreme attachment to his darling.

Just like a lover, who is head over heels for
his woman, loses the love he used to have
for his mother, father, teacher, and others
who get in his way.

In the same way, the lover delights in his
beloved as he pleases, because he is no
longer in the proximity of people like his
mother, for he no longer has any faith in
such people.

In the same way, once he has abandoned
everything else, alover’s heart dissolves in
his beloved alone, because he is no longer
restricted in his pleasure-seeking.

As for the bhogi, the man who continues
to relish everyday pleasures, it appears
distinct from his self, like an extraordinary

Joy-

In the same way, the woman’s lover
becomes fulfilled, freed from sorrow and
from the uncertainty of not reaching the
beloved, in the unprecedented experience
of sexual pleasure [apirvanidhuvanasukh-
anubhaval.
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lover, like the ideal renunciate, leaves all attachments to family and friends;
like the ideal yogi, he dissolves himselfin the other; and like the ideal devotee,
he relishes the blissful experience of union. Even more telling is the juxtapo-
sition of the yogiand the bhogi, the bon vivant, who has been mentioned more
than once by both Purnasarasvati and Raghavananda. One is reminded of a
similar juxtaposition in the Kularnava Tantra (2.23): “They say that if you're
a yogi, you can't be a bhogi, and vice versa. That’s why, my dear, the Kaula,
comprised of bhoga and ydga, surpasses all.”?* If we were left with any doubt
as to what constitutes bhoga, the final comparison embellishes the pointin a
way that leaves little to the imagination. The subtext of Raghavananda’s lan-
guage is that bhakti engenders a union that would be familiar to participants
both in public religion, mediated by orthodox systems of philosophical the-
ology, and in private esoteric practices, mediated by ritual initiation.

Parnasarasvatl and Raghavananda weave together several strands of reli-
gion, philosophy, and literature in their commentaries. They juxtapose Vedic
and non-Vedic scriptures, Saiva and Vaisnava theologies, classical and greater
Advaita, the poetry of prayer and the poetry of literature, and yoga and bhoga.
Having fun was serious business for these two. Bhakti, being in love with God,
was the bridge between the worldly pleasures of literature and the ascetic
rigors of philosophy, between bhukti and mukti. A single consonant can make
all the difference. How their example makes us reconsider the Bhagavata as
an exclusively Vaisnava text is the least of the historical questions they raise.
What was the social and political context in which such convergences seemed
not only possible but necessary? What were the institutional networks that
facilitated this distinctive form of thinking? How can we trace that world in
the text? Is a social and cultural history of intellectual life even possible?

Caste, Religion, and the Social in Premodern Kerala

For Purnasarasvatli and Raghavananda, the answer to the last question
is partially yes. We can reconstruct two primary contexts for their intel-
lectual production: the existence of local Advaita Veédanta monasteries
and the sociopolitical influence of Sakta religion in medieval Kerala.>

% Kularnava Tantra, ed. Taranatha Vidyaratna (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1965), 146.
%5 See Olga Nowicka, “Local Advaita Védanta Monastic Tradition in Kerala: Locating, Mapping,
Networking,” The Polish Journal of the Arts and Culture 1 (2019): 27-51.
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General hagiographies of the Advaita philosopher Sankara credit him
with establishing four monastic centers in different corners of the Indian
subcontinent. According to local accounts in Kerala, however, Sankara
founded all four monasteries in a single city, Trésar (Skt. Vrsapuri). These
institutions were the Northern Monastery (Vatakke Matham), the Middle
Monastery (Natuvil Matham), the Between Monastery (Itayil Matham), and
the Southern Monastery (Tekké Matham). Shortly after establishing these
centers, Sankara attained liberation at the adjacent Saiva Vatakkunathan
temple. Three of the four monasteries survive in the city today. According
to the Namputiri Brahmins who populate the institution, renunciation is
possible only for Nampitiris from a few families, all Vaisnava in their orien-
tation.”® Most interesting for our purposes is the Vatakke Matham. Though
transformed into a school for Vedic learning in the seventeenth centurys its
ascetic lineage is said to continue in northern Kerala, in the Itanir Matham
in the Kasaragod district, close to the Karnataka border. The temple of both
the Itanir and Vatakke Matham is dedicated to two deities: Daksinamurti
and Gopalakrsna. The Itanir Matham is said to have its own branch in
Talipparamba in the nearby Kanntr district to the southeast, in close prox-
imity to the Trccambaram Krsna temple. The head of the Itanir Matham,
who is not a Nampitiri but a Sivalli Brahmin from Karnataka, makes the
journey to the Talipparamba branch once a year during the festival held at
the Trccambaram temple.®”

It starts to become clear how the itinerary of our Malayali monks mapped
onto these institutional networks. Pirnasarasvati wrote his stage-play,
the Kamalinirajahamsa, to be performed during the spring festival at the
Vatakkunathan temple in Trs$ar.”® He depicted his guru simultaneously as
Daksinamaurti and as Krsna, the deities of the Vatakke and Itanir monasteries
and, not incidentally, the same two figures carved into the granite altar
of the Rajarajésvaran temple in Talipparamba. Finally, he ensured that
his goose-messenger would linger over the Trccambaram Krsna temple.
Raghavananda was probably born near Tirunavaya in the Malabar region
(in his own words, “on the banks of the Nila River”), home to a famous Krsna
temple and a Srivaisnava pilgrimage spot. However, his education took him
along the same route as Parnasarasvati: his guru, Krsnananda, held classes
near the Vatakkunathan temple and spent his final days at the Trccambaram

9 Nowicka, “Local Advaita Védanta Monastic Tradition,” 29, 33.
97 Nowicka, “Local Advaita Vedanta Monastic Tradition,” 35-37.
%8 Kamalinirajahamsa, 2.
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temple.” The cultural prominence of each of these temples and of the Nila
River basin by the fifteenth century is evident from the Kokilasandésa by
Uddanda Sastri,'° a Tamil Brahmin transplant to Kerala who is said to have
received scholarly recognition at the Rajarajésvaran temple. All of these
people were Brahmin men steeped in the propagation of Brahmanical sys-
tems of knowledge. Nevertheless, the institutions they inhabited had com-
plex relationships with the caste-configured religious order of medieval
Kerala, imbued as it was with varieties of local and universal Tantrism.

The subject of caste crops up in curious ways in legends about
Raghavananda. For example, he received the title of atyasrami, one who
disregards the boundaries of varnasramadharma, as a pejorative nickname
from other Brahmins who were upset that he would accept food from an-
yone regardless of caste. The term atydsrami was used more generally to
refer to a renunciant who had crossed beyond the normative strictures of
Brahmanical society.!’! But the term in its original usage bore close asso-
ciation with a group of Atimarga Pasupatas, Saiva Brahmin ascetics whose
search for liberation prompted them to engage in severe bodily mortifica-
tion and antisocial behavior.'®* The Atimarga was theoretically confined
to Brahmins in texts like the Pasupata Siitra, even as its practices, such as
those of the Lakula sect, became increasingly heterodox, including “wan-
dering, carrying a skull-topped staff (khatvarnga), skull begging bowl, a
garland of human bone, and covered in ashes, with matted hair or shaven
head in imitation of their Lord Rudra.’!%® Cremation-ground asceticism of
the Pasupata variety was closely connected with non-Vedic, non-Brahmin
possession cults and, its appropriation by Saiva Brahmins notwithstanding,
would continue to feature in subaltern religious life in parallel with the high
textual culture of Tantric Saivism.'** This was nowhere more evident than
in Kerala. Other legends say that Raghavananda was later known as the
fearsome and enigmatic yogi Sivannal, “a name that no one uttered aloud

% Kunjunni Raja, The Contribution of Kerala to Sanskrit Literature, 7.

100 See Rajendran Chettiarthodi, “A Scholar Poet from the Neighbouring Land: Uddanda Sastrin’s
Perceptions of Kerala,” Cracow Indological Studies 22.1 (2020): 73-94.

101 patrick Olivelle, The Asrama System: The History and Hermeneutics of a Religious Institution
(New York; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), 222-234.

102 Elaine Fisher, “Public Philology: Text Criticism and the Sectarianization of Hinduism in Early
Modern South India,” South Asian History and Culture 6.1 (2015): 57.

103 Gavin Flood, “Saiva and Tantric Religion,” in An Introduction to Hinduism, ed. Gavin Flood
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 157.

104 On the mutual flow of ideas about spirit possession between educated elites and popular
cultures in Kerala, see Fred Smith, The Self Possessed: Deity and Spirit Possession in South Asian
Literature and Civilization (New York: Columbia University Press, 2006), 544-578.
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or used even in jest”!% Sivannal occasionally intervened in disputes be-
tween fractious Brahmins in Talipparamba but preferred to live alone in the
jungle. After being cursed with leprosy due to his sexual assault of a Dalit
woman, the yogi sought relief by meditating beneath a tree adjacent to the
Trccambaram temple, only to be pelted by its fruits.!% In another story,
Raghavananda’s atyasrami status and appearance seems to have confused
orthodox Nampdtiri Brahmins. Upon a visit to the Katallar Mana, a center
of Sanskrit learning, Raghavananda asked the scholars there for a copy of
Sridhara’s commentary on the Bhagavata, only to be turned away on the
basis that he was an outcaste (avarna).!”” Stung by this rejection, he wrote
his own commentary, which would become the Krsnapadi.!®® This case of
“mistaken” identity points not so much to Raghavananda’s ambiguous caste
status as it does to the status of caste itself in a world where Brahmin, martial/
royal, and lower castes together participated in a complex, connected, and
differentiated network of social life, all within the scope of Tantric religion.!®

This brings us to the second context for knowledge production, the wide
social significance of Saktism in the political and religious culture of medi-
eval Kerala. The textually trained anthropologist Rich Freeman has explored
how the various Sakta traditions that flourished in Kerala, such as the Trika,
the Kubjika, and the Krama, exhibited influence both on and from their re-
gional, vernacular contexts. He situates the powerful and popular Sakta com-
plex, one that cut across the caste-configured religious order, at the nexus of
local possession cults, temple networks, patronage from major royals and
minor chieftains, and the sexual politics of Brahmin liaisons with martial and
other lower-caste consorts. Freeman primarily focuses on the institutions of
northern Kerala, that is, Malabar, under the purview of the Kolattiri rajas,

195 vanidas Elayavur, Vatakkan Aitihyamala (Kottayam: Current Books, 1996), 120: Sivannal—
ennii aruri annii uccattil parayarilla. kaliyayi a padari upayogikkarilla.

196 Vanidas Elayavoor, Lore and Legends of North Malabar: Selections from the Vadakkan
Aitihyamala, trans. Ashvin Kumar (Kottayam: DC Books, 2016), 368-372. This shocking account
of sexual violence and retribution likely draws upon a memory of Tantric conjugality, which involves
sexual rituals with low-caste women but explicitly prohibits abuse. See Csaba Kiss, “A Sexual Ritual
with Maya in Matsyendrasambhita, in Saivism in the Tantric Traditions: Essays in Honor of Alexis G. J.
S. Sanderson, ed. Dominic Goodall et al. (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2020), 426-450.

107 That the practice of excluding all non-Brahmins, including wealthy Nairs, from the Katallar
Mana continued well into the twentieth century is attested by Kalamandalam Gopi, an exponent of
the Kerala style of dance-drama known as kathakali, who was nevertheless allowed to train in the art
form at this Nampatiri stronghold. See “Koodallur Mana, Childhood Memories,” YouTube, accessed
August 10, 2021, https://www:youtube.com/watch?v=yAq8RzCvPIk.

108 For the stories about Raghavananda the atyasrami, see Rama Varma, “Introduction,” in
Sreemad Bhagavatam 10th Skandha Part I, with the Commentary of Raghavananda Muni, ed. M. B.
Sankaranarayana Sastri (Tripunithura: Sanskrit College Committee, 1949), i-ii.

109 Breeman, “Saktism, Polity and Society in Medieval Malabar;’ 147.

$20Z J8quBA0N $Z Uuo 1s8nb AQ gy68G/500q/woo dnoolwspese//:sdiy wol) papeojumoq


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yAq8RzCvPlk

ACROSS THE NILGIRIS 73

who were probably Raghavananda’s patrons. He demonstrates that narratives
of the goddess in Sanskrit puranas and in Malayalam folk performances
share in incorporating Sakta esoterica—especially concerning the wild,
blood-drinking, antinomian, violent, and powerful Bhadrakali—into the ar-
chitectural programs and oral liturgies of the temple cult. While discussing
the Teyyam, or the dance of ritualized spirit-possession, pertaining to the
goddess at the temple of Mannampurattu Kavu along the Malabar coast,
Freeman notes the imbrication of non-Brahmin folk practices and Sanskrit
rites under the rubric of Sakta Tantrism and royal patronage: “The spirit-
possessed Teyyams have offerings of huge kalasams (pots) of toddy and
cock-sacrifices offered to them outside the temple, while traditionally, the
Camunda inside had blood-sacrifice and liquor offerings, as well. So as a si-
multaneous orchestration what we see, both at Mannampurattu Kavu, and
the Kolattiri’s royal shrines (and the others through northern Malabar), is
an inner temple-cult of Sakta, Sanskritic rites, and an outer cult of possessed
folk-worship coordinating the martial and lower castes all under royal pa-
tronage, and framed in local, historical versions of Kerala-wide Puranic
charters of conquest and divinely sanctioned rule”!1°

The Mannampurattu Kavu is of particular interest to us because ac-
cording to local memory, the Laghustuti was composed there by one Laghu
Bhattaraka, who belonged to the Pitarar caste of Sakta ritual officiants.!!!
The Pitarars were like Nampitiri Brahmins in that they were invested with
sacred threads, studied and taught Sanskrit systems of knowledge, and even
maintained sexual relationships with temple-servant castes. They were,
however, avowedly Sakta in conducting the worship of the goddess with
flesh, liquor, and similar offerings. The Sakta installation, liturgy, and priest-
hood of the Mannampurattu Kavu was replicated in several other temples
patronized by the Kolattiris, including the Matayi Kavu a little further south.
The Bhadrakali of the Matayi Kavu also features in the outer compound of
the Rajarajesvaran temple in Talipparamba, where we began this chapter.!!?
Most versions of Bhadrakali’s story in Kerala involve her domestication
into the outer precincts of a temple. Crazed with blood-lust after killing the

10 Ereeman, “Saktism, Polity and Society in Medieval Malabar;” 155.

11 Freeman, “Saktism, Polity and Society in Medieval Malabar,” 155-156. “Pitarar, as a contempo-
rary caste-title for a Sakta officiant no doubt derived from Bhattara(ka), as a title for Saiva officiants,
but was also closely associated with the feminine Bhattari(ka), as a term for the Sakta or assimilated
folk-goddesses whom they served, convergent with the pan-South Indian Pitari and her cult”

112°g Jayashanker, “Sree Raajaraajeswara Temple, Thalipparamba;” in Temples of Kannoor District
(Delhi: Controller of Publications, 2001), 134.
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demon Daruka, she advances to attack the temple itself, only to be pacified
by Brahmins and temple servants.!'® But in Talipparamba, the peace did not
last long. Legend has it that, frustrated with the lack of blood sacrifice, she
fled the temple to live on her own in Matayi. She is still periodically delivered
the evening naivedyam, or leftover offerings, from the Rajarajesvaran temple,
but probably finds it unappetizing.

This latter twist to the story gestures toward the eventual marginali-
zation of Sakta teaching and practice by the hegemony of Brahmanical
orthopraxy.!' But in the time of our scholars, Brahmin attention to the
varieties of Sakta religion was alert, if appropriative. Raghavananda’s com-
mentary on the Laghustuti takes on a new sheen in light of the social his-
tory of Saktism in medieval Kerala. And it returns us to those stories about
his mistreatment at the hands of orthodox Namptiris, who denied him ac-
cess to scholastic texts for appearing to them like an untouchable, and who
called him atyasrami in order to denigrate his freewheeling disregard for
caste boundaries. Could these stories be directing us toward the actual his-
tory of social and political contestation between transgressive Sakta yogis
and locally established Brahmins of the Malabar region? Freeman shows
that certain classes of Brahmins actually patronized Teyyam performances,
such as the liturgy of Pottan, an “untouchable tantric gnostic” who humbles
Sankaracarya by turning his Advaita language against him.!'> Some Teyyam
liturgies also told of powerful Sakta householder yogis called Gurukkal,
themselves often drawn from lower castes, who moved south into Malabar
from Karnataka and Tamil Nadu.!'® These yogis belonged to esoteric cults
that worshiped the fierce Bhairava, cured Kolattiri kings with blood rites,
and courted the ire of the region’s Brahmins.!!” Competition between all
these parties for royal patronage prompted the Malabar rulers to endow both

113 Freeman, “Saktism, Polity and Society in Medieval Malabar,” 153. “We could hardly ask for
a clearer set of parallels to the ambivalent relations of martial servitude, connubium, and hybridly
popular rituals by which, from the Brahman perspective, the dangerously violent and impure, yet
necessary, matrilineal military castes were incorporated in the temple cult under the person of their
goddess”

114 Breeman, “Saktism, Polity and Society in Medieval Malabar;’ 161.

115 Rich Freeman, “Untouchable Bodies of Knowledge in the Spirit Possession of Malabar,” in
Images of the Body in India, ed. Axel Michaels and Christoph Wulf (New Delhi: Routledge, 2011),
130-138. Cf. Abraham Ayrookuzhiel, “Chinna Pulayan: The Dalit Teacher of Sankaracharya,” in The
Emerging Dalit Identity: The Re-assertion of the Subalterns, ed. Walter Fernandes (New Delhi: Indian
Social Institute, 1996), 63-80.

116 For local tales about individual Gurukkal, see Elayavoor, Lore and Legends of North Malabar,
302-308 (Katan Gurunathan), 309-311 (Paliyéri Eluttaccan), 380-382 (Manakkatan Gurukkal).

17 Breeman, “Saktism, Polity and Society in Medieval Malabar,” 157-160.
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Smarta and Sakta temples, and explains some of the curious convergences
between them. Freeman concludes, “{O]n both the domestic front, as well as
in public fora, the Saiva-Sakta mendicants and lineages that entered South
India posed considerable challenges to the region’s Brahmans. The latter met
these challenges in the texts and practices we find today. . .. The ultimate tri-
umph of an (admittedly transformed) Smarta orthodoxy further explains the
survival of much of the original impetus and content of Saktism in the folk-
religion of Malabar’!18

We can see traces of this tension in the institutional histories reconstructed
above. The Vatakke Matham’s sudden transformation from an Advaita mon-
astery with ties to secular literary culture and Saiva-Sakta theology to a Vedic
school for Nampitiri Brahmins only may have been a reactionary response
to the combination of elite and popular thought and practice. Legend has
it that the Vatakke Matham was originally headed by a Sivalli Brahmin,
but due to caste conflict with the Nampdtiri heads of the other Trssar
monasteries, he left for Malabar and established the Itanir Matham at the
request of a local pastoral community.!!? As for parallels to the narrative of
yogis moving south, Raghavananda’s own teacher, Krsnananda, roamed into
Kerala on pilgrimage from the mysterious city of Nagapura, named after the
king of serpents, Sésa, who also incarnated as the grammarian Patanjali.!20
Where should we place Pirnasarasvati and Raghavananda along this spec-
trum? Did their intellectual attempts to effect a rapprochement between
Brahmanical and Sikta Advaita, between Saiva and Vaisnava theology, and
between worldly pleasure and ascetic philosophy refract this broader social
struggle between multiple orthodoxies? Were they aware—indeed, were
they a product—of the complex caste configurations that characterized these
interesting times?

For an intellectual historian, answering in the affirmative would require
that our subjects have made these issues textually explicit. But Sanskrit
commentators held their cards close and seldom referred to the world out-
side the text except as examples. This means we frequently grasp at hints,
traces, and glimpses. While one is loath to build arguments from near si-
lence, I have suggested that this form of subtextual reading is a virtue. For in-
stance, anxieties about caste recur now and again in Raghavananda’s writing,

18 Ereeman, “Saktism, Polity and Society in Medieval Malabar,” 167.
119 Nowicka, “Local Advaita Védanta Monastic Tradition in Kerala,” 36.
120 Kunjunni Raja, The Contribution of Kerala to Sanskrit Literature, 7, n. 34.
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and not always in the same tone. In Bhagavata 1.1.8, the sages of the Naimisa
Forest casually remark that “gurus even teach secrets to devoted students.”
Raghavananda takes this, quite unprompted, as a reference to the addressee,
Stta, who narrates the frame story: “How would the sages have revealed the
truth to me, Sata, who am of mixed ‘against-the-grain” parentage and not a
renunciant? Well, if a devoted student has the desire to know, gurus explain
even hidden meanings in clear fashion. The primary cause here is devotion
to the teacher and the desire to know, not belonging to the highest caste or
stage of life”1?! Similarly, in the Tatparyadipika, Raghavananda insists that
lovers of God should only take recourse to the religion of love and not obey
the strictures of varnasrama dharma, the social and ethical norms appro-
priate to one’s caste and stage oflife:

If you think that someone who desires bhakti should not abandon his
varnasrama dharma, and instead continue to practice it, then that is idi-
otic. All the scriptures you have mobilized to that effect only concern ex-
ternal practices. But the simple phrase “Abandon your own dharma and
worship God’s lotus feet” (Bhagavata 1.5.17) is a commandment to take up
bhakti’s inner workings. . ..

People who identify with varna and asrama simply cannot be lovers
of God. As the Bhagavata (11.2.51) says: “The beloved of God is one who
has no sense of ‘T’ with respect to his body, as a result of his birth, deeds,
caste, or stage of life” You can’t say that such a statement only means that
one should only let go of identification with varna and asrama, but not its
obligations and signs. For that would conflict with what we find elsewhere
in the same text: “Whether one is detached, established in knowledge, or
loves me without relying on anyone else, one should give up asramas and
their external trappings, and roam about freely, not subject to commands”
(Bhagavata 11.13.28).12

2L Krsnapadi, 35: nanu mama vilomajatér asampraptottamasramasya [em. *asrayasya] ca
munayas tattvarm katham prakasayéyur iti tad aha—snigdhasya bhaktasya Sisyasya jijiiasoh guravah
guhyo gopaniyam apy artham uta spastam brityuh. acaryabhaktatvam jijiiasutvaii ca param atra
karanam, na mukhyavarnasramitvadih.

122 Tatparyadipika, 7, 9: tasmat bhaktikamena varnasramadharmé na tyajyah pratyutanusthéya
eva iti cét—tan  mandam. uktavacananam  bahirangasadhanatatparatvat  “tyaktva
svadharmam caranambujari harér bhajann” iti vakyasya tadantarangasadhanavidhayakatv-
acca..... varnasramabhimaninam bhaktatvasampratipattéh. tatha ca puranopanisat—“na yasya
janmakarmabhyam na varnasramajatibhih sajjatésmin ahambhavo dehé vai sa hareh priyah”
iti. na ca tatra varnasramabhimanatyaga éva bhaktasyokto na tatkarmalingatyaga iti vacyam.
“iAiananistho virakto va madbhakto va'napéksakah salingan asramams tyaktva caréd avidhigocarah”
iti vakyantaravirodhat.
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Like his comments on Bhdgavata 1.2.22, we find an equivalence between
the passionate lover, whose beloved in this case is God, and the unattached
yogi or renunciant, who is beyond the pale of varnasrama.'?* Raghavananda
draws a distinction between the “external trappings” of varndsrama dharma
and the “inner workings” of bhakti. But his endorsement was not wholesale.
Commenting on Bhagavata 1.1.14, which says that singing God’s name will
instantly bestow liberation, Raghavananda is more circumspect:

You might say that, in everyday life, one does not see people of low birth
being delivered from samsara by reciting the name of God just once. But
what is meant here is that the name leads to liberation by means of getting
rid of sins. Now we cannot see that process, so even if previous and future
sins are wiped out, the residue of karma being worked out from previous
lives prompts one to act just as before until the body dies. Even so, you
might reply, repeating the name cannot lead to liberation in this very life for
such people, because they cannot study Védanta. True, but it allows them
to be born in an (upper-caste) family that is eligible to do so and thereupon
leads to liberation. . ..

As for those who say that singing the name directly leads to liberation,
they are in contradiction with scriptural teachings that say that knowledge
alone leads to the absolute. Reciting the name does not give rise to knowl-
edge, for that would contradict injunctions that say “listening,” etc. are the

means to knowledge. So we’re the ones who have it right.124

Here Raghavananda plays the role of the classical Advaita Védantin, for
whom knowledge derived from hearing the Upanisads is the only means to
liberation. Hearing the Upanisads, however, is restricted to upper castes el-
igible for Vedic learning. Practices like singing the name of God, then, work
for non—upper castes only in stages: first they get rid of sins, then they allow
one to be reborn in an upper-caste family and then to study Védanta. The

123 Raghavananda would speak of the true renunciant as an ativarnasrami, perhaps where he got
his nickname. See Krsnapadi, 334-337. Cf. Olivelle, The Asrama System, 227-228.

124 Kysnapadi, 37: nanu papayoninam api sakrnnamoccarandt —samsaranivrttir ity
anubhavaviruddham iti cén na; papopasamadvarénaivatra namno muktihétutvasya vivaksitatvat,
papopasantes  capratyaksatvat — purvottarapapanam  asattvépi  prarabdhakarmasesavasad
adehapatam  purvavadacaranopapattes ca. tathapi tasmin janmany éva na muktir
védantasravanabhavad iti cét satyam, tathapi janmantaré tadanusthanayogyakulajatvena
sambhavaty évasya muktir ity avirodhah . .. yé punar namasankirtanasya saksan moksahétutvam
ahuh, tésam jianad éva kaivalyam ityadisastravirodho vacyah. na ca namoccaraj jianotpattih,
Sravanadinam tatsadhanatvavidhivirodhat. atosmad abhihitaiva ritih.
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eradication of sins does not fundamentally change one’s behavior. Like stu-
dent debt, the deeds of the past carry over for lifetimes and must work them-
selves outin everyday life. This is far from the radical rejection of varnasrama
we have seen in previous passages.!?> The privileging of unbridled passion
over Brahmanical norms was, of course, a common motif of bhakti. The ex-
tent to which this exhortation was rhetorical rather than real—as if the two
were necessarily opposed—has occupied much writing on bhakti, in order
to judge whether it is a language of protest or a retrenchment of power.!?6

What we find here instead could be a third angle, an allusion to the ambiv-

127

alent role of caste in Tantric Saivism.'?” On the one hand, scriptural texts

and postscriptural exegetes exposed the artificiality of caste distinctions;
on the other hand, initiates into the religion were expected to maintain out-
ward observances appropriate to their caste, while engaging in transgressive
practices in secret. Thus we have a famous dictum in the Pratyabhijfia tradi-
tion: “internally a Kaula, externally a Saiva, and in social practice a follower
of the Veda”'?® This would certainly describe Raghavananda. His Laghustuti
commentary demonstrates his familiarity with Kaula teaching. His references
to Pratyabhijfia thinkers like Utpaladéva show his Saiva credentials. And
his knowledge of Védanta and Brahmin supremacy clinches his Vedic ed-
ucation. Interestingly, the redaction of this verse in the Kularnava Tantra

125 Caste hierarchy is reinforced in even starker terms in Raghavananda’s commentary on
Bhagavata 1.6.25, where he wonders, not without some frustration, why the Veda would set strict
caste-bound customs and practices if the uneducated son of a working single mother (i.e., Narada)
could attain liberation in this lifetime. See Krsnapadi, 130.

126 Cf. John Stratton Hawley, Christian Lee Novetzke, and Swapna Sharma, eds., Bhakti and
Power: Debating India’s Religion of the Heart (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2019). For
the Marxist view that temple-centered bhakti was employed by ruling castes and classes in order to
achieve both ideological and socioeconomic domination, see Kesavan Veluthat, “Religious Symbols
in Political Legitimation: The Case of Early Medieval South India,” Social Scientist 21.1-2 (1993): 23~
33. Cf. Kesavan Veluthat, “Making the Best of a Bad Bargain: The Brighter Side of Kaliyuga,” Indian
Historical Review 41.2 (2014): 173-184. On the limits of this historiographical framework, see Jason
Schwartz, “Ending the Saiva Age: The Rise of the Braihmana Legalist and the Universalization of
Hindu Dharma” (Ph.D. diss., University of California, Santa Barbara, 2023), 101-102, n. 51.

127 See Alexis Sanderson, “The Saiva Age: The Rise and Dominance of Saivism during the Early
Medieval Period,” in Genesis and Development of Tantrism, ed. Shingo Einoo (Tokyo: Institute
of Oriental Culture, University of Tokyo, 2009), 292-297; Alexis Sanderson, “How Public Was
Saivism?.” 34-36, 39-41; Csaba Kiss, “The Bhasmankura in Saiva Texts,” 83-105; Nina Mirnig,
“‘Rudras on Earth’ on the Eve of the Tantric Age: The Sivadharmasastra and the Making of Saiva
Lay and Initiatory Communities,” 471-510, all in Tantric Communities in Context, ed. Nina Mirnig,
Marion Rastelli, and Vincent Eltschinger (Vienna: Austrian Academy of Sciences, 2019); John
Nemec, “Innovation and Social Change in the Vale of Kashmir,” in Goodall et al., Saivism in the
Tantric Traditions, 299-305.

128 Nemec, “Innovation and Social Change in the Vale of Kashmir,” 292. Cf. Alexis Sanderson,
“Tolerance, Exclusivity, Inclusivity, and Persecution in Indian Religion during the Early Medieval
Period,” in In Honoris Causa: Essays in Honour of Aveek Sarkar, ed. John Makinson (London: Allen
Lane, 2015), 178.
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(11.83b) replaces “a follower of the Veda in social practice” with “Vaisnava
when among people” (janamadhyé tu vaisnavah). Such a person, in other
words, moved about in the world as if they were a Vaisnava but continued
Sakta practices in secret. Raghavananda may have had something of the sort
in mind when he described Suka, the primary narrator of the Bhdagavata,
as “woke” (unnidra), following Bhagavata 1.4.4: “He has woken up from a
false dream, namely the illusions of caste, class, life-stage, family, lineage, and
name. For that very reason he ‘walks about as if foolish’ among people, while
‘concealed’ in the trappings of varna and asrama'?°

Perhaps the Bhagavata was the site where Saiva, Sakta, and Vaisnava
came together in Kerala, a textual site of public reckoning with private reli-
gion. Raghavananda’s Vaisnava commentaries had much wider circulation
than the Laghustuti commentary, suggesting that it was intended for privi-
leged confidantes aware of its antinomian content. Parnasarasvatl was less
explicit but more playful, toeing the line between “fun and freedom.” If we
can take anything from the series of winks and nudges scattered throughout
the commentaries of these Brahmin scholars, it is a more provocative under-
standing of how the cross-caste socioreligious networks of medieval Kerala
impacted writing in the most elite exegetical registers.

The bhakti Network

Neither Pirnasarasvatis nor Raghavananda’s writings circulated outside
Kerala, and no other Saivas seem to have taken up the Bhagavata cause.
However, the provinciality of this mode of engagement with the Bhagavata
is a virtue and not a flaw, for the point of alternative or minority histories
is to show that the history we narrate is not nearly as comprehensive as it
claims. Nevertheless, there are interesting reverberations of this local tradi-
tion in the subcontinent at large. First, Pirnasarasvati and Raghavananda
did not emerge from or write into a vacuum, least of all in the rich multi-
lingual literary world of premodern Kerala. On the vernacular side, the
poet Cerusséri composed his Krsnagatha in the fifteenth century, “the most
extreme example of the medium of Malayalam and the poetics of Sanskrit

129 Krsnapadi, 85: jativarnasramakulagotranamabhrantilaksanamayasvapnad utthita ata éva
gudhah grhitavarnasramalinigah téna midha iva ajfia iva jananam iyate gamyate.
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cohabiting the same genre.”'*° The Krsnagatha was ostensibly an adaptation
of the Bhagavata but included the idioms and themes of Malayalam cour-
tesan literature, fusing bhakti with a secular eroticism. The complex social
context of bhakti literature in Kerala, expressed differently across and be-
tween caste communities and linguistic registers, would continue into the
sixteenth century and beyond.

Consider Pantanam Nampitiri, a Brahmin who translated the popular
Sanskrit stotra Kysnakarnamyta into Malayalam at the behest of his non-
Brahmin friend, and whose Jiianappana was “an independent treatise that
casts an advaita and bhakti fusion into the simple song-form of the pana
chant”?! Or take Puntanam’s contemporary Tuficattu Eluttaccan, a low-
caste poet and scholar who lived in Tirir, close to Raghavananda’s birth-
place, and composed the Harinamakirtanam, a similar fusion that simplified
Védanta for a regional audience, an incipient nonbourgeois Hinduism, if
you will.13? No doubt it was works such as these that set the stage for other
versions of the Bhdagavata in Kerala, most recognizable among which was
the Sanskrit Narayaniyam by Mélputtir Narayana Bhattatiri in the late six-
teenth century.!®?

It was only around the sixteenth century, and largely under the Mughal
aegis, that the Bhagavata became instrumental in the formation of Krsna-
centered religious communities in northern India, specifically the Vallabha
Sampradaya and the Gaudiya Vaisnavas. Inspired by the charismatic Bengali
saint Caitanya Mahaprabhu, several Gaudiya Vaisnavas, led by Rapa
Gosvami and his nephew Jiva Gosvami, provided a sophisticated theologico-
aesthetic framework for Caitanya’s ecstatic proclamations and practices. As
they moved westward, they also fashioned the region of Braj as a sacred
landscape, where Krsna’s fabled exploits in the Bhagavata were said to have
taken place.!** The Vallabha Sampradaya coalesced under the guidance of

130 Rich Freeman, “Genre and Society: The Literary Culture of Premodern Kerala,” in Literary
Cultures in History: Reconstructions from South Asia, ed. Sheldon Pollock (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 2003), 469.

131 Freeman, “Genre and Society; 483-484.

132 Cf. Brian Hatcher, Bourgeois Hinduism, or the Faith of the Modern Vedantists: Rare Discourses
from Early Colonial Bengal (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008).

133 Narayana Bhattatiri’s grammar teacher, Acyuta Pisarati, belonged to a non-Brahmin temple-
servant caste that was highly learned in Sanskrit. The name Pisarati probably derived from the
Pitarar caste of Sakta officiants discussed earlier. See Freeman, “Saktism, Polity and Society in
Medieval Malabar,” 156-157. Cf. Kunjunni Raja, The Contribution of Kerala to Sanskrit Literature,
122-125.

134 Barbara Holdrege, Bhakti and Embodiment: Fashioning Divine Bodies and Devotional Bodies
in Krsna Bhakti (London: Routledge, 2015), 228-270.

$20Z J8quBA0N $Z Uuo 1s8nb AQ gy68G/500q/woo dnoolwspese//:sdiy wol) papeojumoq



ACROSS THE NILGIRIS 81

Vallabhacarya (fifteenth century), who wrote the Subodhini commentary
on the Bhagavata, and his son Vitthalnath. Their community, which spread
over northern and western India, would come to be called the Pusti Marga, a
sect of Krsna bhakti patronized by a variety of wealthy royals and laypeople
well into the twentieth century.!*> The followers of Vallabha and Caitanya
were perhaps most responsible for mobilizing the Bhagavata to serve the ex-
egetical purposes of clearly bounded Vaisnava religious communities.

But just how Vaisnava were the influences upon these Vaisnpava
communities? Our study of the Saiva Bhagavata in Kerala reveals
affinities between this local history and the more well-known trajec-
tory of the Bhagavata in northern India. One of the most popular stotra
composers in Kerala at the nexus of Saivism, Vaisnavism, and Advaita
Védanta was the fourteenth-century poet Lilasuka Bilvamangala.!3® His
two stotras, the Bilvamangalastava and Krsnakarnamrta, quickly spread
through the South. That Bilvamangala was, like our subjects in this
chapter, a Saiva in love with Visnu can be inferred from his confession in
Krsnakarnamyta 2.24:

I’'m a Saiva for sure, there’s no doubt about it,
devoted to chanting the five-letter mantra,

yet my heart dwells on the milkmaid’s son

with the smiling face and dark as the atasi flower.'?’

Elsewhere in the Krsnakarnamrta, Bilvamangala invokes his guru
Somagiri (1.1) and I$anadéva (1.110), both plainly Saiva names.!3
He was also an Advaitin of a strangely familiar stripe, as he says in the

Bilvamangalastava (2.2):

135 Shandip Saha, “Creatinga Community of Grace: A History of the Pusti Marga in Northern and
Western India, 1493-1905” (Ph.D. diss., University of Ottawa, 2004).
136 Frances Wilson, ed., The Love of Krishna: The Krsnakarnamyta of Lilasuka Bilvamarigala
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1975) (henceforth cited as Krsnakarnamyta).
17 $aivavayam na khalu tatra vicaraniyam
pancaksarijapapara nitaram tatha'pi
ceto madiyam atastkusumavabhasam
smerananam smarati gopavadhiikisoram.

138 Frances Wilson argues that the verses to Rama and Siva in the companion collection, the
Bilvamangalastava, are part of the original. Moreover, Bilvamargalastava 2.4, 2.100, and 3.32 estab-
lish the identity of Krsna and Siva. See Frances Wilson, ed., The Bilvamangalastava (Leiden: Brill,
1975), 4-6.
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Wed set out to travel on Advaita Road
initiates at the throne of our own inner joy,
when a trickster forced us to be his slaves,

the one seducing the farmers’ wives.!*’

The mention of initiation (diksa) and inner joy (svananda) reminds us of
Saiva forms of nondualism. The poem dramatizes Bilvamangala’s captivation
with and capture by a visually entrancing Krsna. Unlike the exegetical efforts
of Purnasarasvati and Raghavananda, these poems did not stay in Kerala. By
the early decades of the sixteenth century, Bilvamangala’s poems and char-
acter, now largely shorn of their Saiva origins, found their way northeast to
Caitanya and the Gaudiya Vaisnavas as a result of Caitanya’s alleged travels
to the South.!? Bilvamangala also features in the Sampradayapradipa by
Gadadhara Bhatta, a member of the Vallabha Sampradaya. There he is said to
have been waiting hundreds of years for Vallabha’s incarnation, in order that
people’s attraction for the worship of Siva may cease and that they may return
to “God’s path”!*! Bilvamangala’s poetry would also go on to influence the
visual arts. In the late fifteenth or early sixteenth century, a Gujarati patron
financed a set of paintings to illustrate the Bilvamangalastava, also known as
the Balagopalastuti'*> These paintings, which exhibit the influence of Jain
representational styles, capture the vivid imagery of the poems themselves,
whose celebration of the visually entrancing form of Krsna is likewise preva-
lent in the temple cultures of northern India.!*3

Finally, there is Laksmidhara. Although his Bhagavata commentary
remained in Kerala, his Advaitamakaranda and Bhagavannamakaumudi
quickly spread to the North and the East. If the commentarial tradition
that he participated in was suffused with the language of Advaita Védanta,

139 The Bilvamangalastava, 88:

advaitavithipathikah pravrttah
svanandasimhasanalabdhadiksah
sathéna kénapi vayam hathéna
dastkrta gopavadhuvitena.

10 John Stratton Hawley, A Storm of Songs: India and the Idea of the Bhakti Movement
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2015), 210-211.

141 Hawley, Storm of Songs, 208.

142 See Dominik Wujastyk, “The Love of Krsna in Poems and Paintings,” in Pearls of the
Orient: Asian Treasures from the Wellcome Library, ed. Nigel Allen (London and Chicago: Serindia
Publications, 2003), 87-105.

143 See Cynthia Packert, The Art of Loving Krishna: Ornamentation and Devotion
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2010).
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could it also have been a Saiva tradition? I am willing to raise the possibility
because I keep finding strange, many-headed creatures: Saiva Vaisnavas,
Advaitic devotees, southerners from the North. If they seem fantastic and
mysterious and inexplicable, perhaps it’s because we've been asking the
wrong questions, looking in the wrong places. For all his considerable er-
udition, the great Friedhelm Hardy was disappointingly general when it
came to the early reception history of the Bhagavata Purana. Except for
one important study of the possible links between South Indian bhakti
and Bengali Vaisnavism, Hardy repeated what has become a conventional
understanding of the bhakti movement, associating the proliferation of
Vaisnava traditions of Védanta with structural similarities between vernac-
ular bhakti poets.'** But the historiography of bhakti has moved on to in-
clude Jains, Sufis, sadhus, and Sanskrit poets. Perhaps if Hardy had lived
long enough he might have turned his attention to the Saivas that lined the
road, captivated by a dashing highwayman with a flute and a smile on his
lips. But his absence, like the early afterlife of the Bhagavata, leaves a gap in
history that is difficult to fill.

In this chapter, I have tried to situate the Bhagavata at the crossroads
of a number of intellectual currents that are often at odds in the histori-
ography of Indian religion and philosophy: Saivism and Vaisnavism,
bhakti and Tantra, upper-caste and lower-caste practices. I offer an alter-
native history of the reception of the Bhagavata through the writings of
three scholars in medieval Kerala who worked at the intersection of po-
etry, poetics, and philosophy. I pay attention not only to their texts but to
their subtexts—hints, traces, and inklings—which reveal a thought-world
of remarkable energy and playfulness. I pair this intellectual history with
a reconstruction of the complex and overlapping socioreligious networks
of the region. Finally, I suggest that this local history was far from self-
contained and that it helped shape some of the more recognizable reli-
gious communities that organized themselves around the Bhagavata. Next
I consider how the Bhagavata impacted the world of Sastra, the very con-
stitution of certain Sanskrit intellectual disciplines. The following chapter
studies the Bhagavata’s meteoric rise to prominence through the intellec-
tual history of a single text, Laksmidhara’s Bhagavannamakaumudi. The

144 Friedhelm Hardy, “Madhavendra Puri: A Link between Bengal Vaisnavism and South Indian
Bhakti)” Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britian and Ireland 1 (1974): 23-41; Friedhelm
Hardy, Viraha-Bhakti: The Early History of Krsna Devotion in South India (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1983), 556-558.
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Bhagavannamakaumudi changed the way that premodern scholars would
come to think about the authority and power of the Bhagavata Purana.
Thatitalso influenced a wide range of scholarly and religious communities,
who did not always intersect or see eye-to-eye, further highlights the need
to study the Bhagavata and its text traditions from unlikely angles. Therein
lies the promise of writing histories in the plural.
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2
The Name of God in the World of Men

Introduction

Once upon a time, there was a man named Ajamila. He used to be a pious
man, but he lost his way. He left his wife and children to shack up with another
woman. But he loved his youngest son. He loved to watch him play ball and
eat snacks and dribble milk down his lips. Before he knew it, Ajamila’s time
had come. His fate was certain. As he saw the messengers of Death coming
to take his soul to hell, he cried out for his son one last time: “Narayana!”
At once, the servants of God appeared to block Death’s emissaries. “We are
owed this life;” the demons protested. “He has strayed from the righteous
path and deserves to be punished for his actions.” God’s servants replied,
“We don’t care how many lifetimes of sins he has committed. He had God’s
name on his lips as he was dying. That wipes out everything. Intentional or
not, in jest or not, in disrespect or not, in contempt or not, all that matters
is that he uttered the name.” Hearing that hed been given a second chance,
Ajamila resolved to become a better man.

This story from the sixth canto of the Bhagavata Purana illustrates a
common motif of bhakti: just sing the name of God and all your sins will be
purified. Forget the commands and prohibitions of dharma, forget its laby-
rinthine systems of punishment and expiation. All you need is the name of
God. The practice of singing or repeating the name has a marked presence
in South Asian religions, from Hindus and Jains to Sufis and Sikhs.! Scholars
such as V. Raghavan argued that the presence of this motif across Sanskrit
stotras, Marathi abhangs, Hindi pads, and Telugu padams proved that the
“bhakti movement” was a cultural phenomenon that presciently mapped the
nascent nation-state.? In a famous essay delivered as the Sardar Vallabhbhai
Patel memorial lecture in 1964, Raghavan described bhakti saints and

! See the essays dedicated to this subject in the Journal of Vaishnava Studies 2.2 (1994).
2 John Stratton Hawley, A Storm of Songs: India and the Idea of the Bhakti Movement
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2015), 19-28.

Love in the Time of Scholarship. Anand Venkatkrishnan, Oxford University Press. © Oxford University Press 2024,
DOI: 10.1093/0s0/9780197776636.003.0003
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singers as the “great integrators” of India who bridged the gap between elite
theology and popular religion.® In other complementary essays he devel-
oped the idea of a Namasiddhanta, a nationwide tradition of scholarship
and storytelling that fused the theory and practice of singing the name of
God.* Raghavan thought that the Namasiddhanta was inherently capacious,
mirroring the Indian nation-state itself, with room for every scholarly an-
tinomy: abstract philosophy and everyday practice, Sanskrit and the vernac-
ular, knowledge and devotion. However, steeped in the Brahmin sensibilities
that profess to include even as they implicitly exclude, Raghavan suppressed
the caste- and class-bound character of the traditions he believed to be uni-
versal.’ The power of the sacred name did not grow naturally in the religious
soil of the subcontinent, but was indexed to specific historical moments
and agents. Differences of power mattered too: “Whole swaths of the South
Asian population, including many of those to whom Raghavan specifically
alluded, have historically been excluded from realms in which bhakti is cel-
ebrated.”® Still, Raghavan’s provocation raises for me a question that inverts
his own top-down view of affairs: How did vernacular ways of being and
believing make their way into the Sanskrit scholastic record? What could
have been the relationship of a Sanskrit ideal from the puranas with regional-
language devotional poetry, or Tantric practices of mantra repetition, or
Sufi notions of the divine presence in language? How might Sanskrit scho-
lastic writings have participated in a broader “cult of the divine name” that
moved between communities: Saiva and Vaisnava, Sanskrit and vernacular,
Hindu and Muslim?” Can we revisit Raghavan’s idea of the Namasiddhanta
as a transregional phenomenon even as we resist its cultural-nationalist
implications?

3 V. Raghavan, The Great Integrators: The Saint-Singers of India (New Delhi: Publications
Division, Ministry of Information and Broadcasting, 1966).

4 V. Raghavan, The Power of the Sacred Name (Bloomington: World Wisdom Press, 2011).

5 See Davesh Soneji, “The Powers of Polyglossia: Marathi Kirtan, Multilingualism, and the
Making of a South Indian Devotional Tradition,” International Journal of Hindu Studies 17.3
(2014): 342: “In other words, what most Smarta Brahmin practitioners of bhajana, and certainly
Singer and Raghavan, would see as the ingenuity of Tamil Brahmins as ‘preservers’ of pan-Indian
traditions, I would argue, cannot be disassociated from the historical roles offered to local Smartas,
but also to others, at the Tanjore court as intellectuals, musicians, and performers of drama and
dance in a culture of public multilingualism.

¢ John Stratton Hawley, Christian Lee Novetzke, and Swapna Sharma, “Introduction: The Power
of Bhakti,” in Bhakti and Power: Debating India’s Religion of the Heart, ed. John Stratton Hawley,
Christian Lee Novetzke, and Swapna Sharma (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2019), 7.

7 See Hans Bakker, Ayodhya, part 1 (Groningen: Egbert Forsten, 1986), 67-78, 119-124. See also
Charlotte Vaudeville, “The Cult of the Divine Name in the Haripath of Diandev,” Wiener Zeitschrift
fiir die Kunde Sudasiens 12-13 (1968-1969): 395-406.
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This chapter explores these questions through the intellectual, so-
cial, and cultural history of a single book: the Bhagavannamakaumuds, or
“The Moonlight of God’s Name.”® Written by the Bhagavata commentator
Laksmidhara around the early fourteenth century, probably in Kerala, the
Kaumudi was a monograph in three chapters that took seriously the the-
ology of the divine name from the Bhagavata and other puranas. Scholars
have briefly discussed the Kaumudi's incipient formulations of the aesthetic
theory of bhaktirasa,’ its impact on Gaudiya Vaisnavism,!? and its legacy in
the Tamil South.!! Largely ignored, however, is the text’s own primary con-
cern: to defend the validity of the purana’s claims in the official language of
Sanskrit scriptural hermeneutics, or Mimarhsa. I argue in this chapter that
the Kaumudi represents a serious scholastic attempt to accord the genre of
purana—specifically, the Bhagavata Purana—a superlative place in the hi-
erarchy of Sanskrit scripture. As such, the Kaumudi makes an important yet
unrecognized intervention in Sanskrit intellectual history. Its social and cul-
tural history is no less significant. At roughly contemporaneous moments
in sixteenth-century North India, both Advaita Védantins and Gaudiya
Vaisnavas, generally depicted in hagiographical literature as intractably op-
posed, laid claim to the Kaumudi as a source of theological inspiration. And
only a century or so later, the Kaumudi made its way back down to South
India, where the musical-performative tradition known as the bhajana
sampradaya began to take shape during the rule of the Thanjavur Marathas.
In the latter part of this chapter, I look at the diverse reception history of the
Kaumudi for what it may reveal about the local character of a text tradition
valorized for its universality.

What’s in a name? Like most subjects in this book, this chapter is a his-
tory of Brahmanical thought. But it insists that such thought is incomplete
in its hegemony, that it is speckled with the traces of the subaltern. Conflicts
internal to Brahmanical systems of knowledge provincialize the universality

8 Sribhagavanndmakaumudi, ed. Gosvami Damodar Sastri (Kast: Acyutagranthamala, 1927)
(henceforth cited as Kaumudi).

° Neal Delmonico, “Sacred Rapture: A Study of the Religious Aesthetic of Rupa Gosvamin”
(Ph.D. diss., University of Chicago, 1990), 176-183.

10 Mans Broo, “The Vrindavan Gosvamins on Kirtana,” Journal of Vaishnava Studies 17.2
(2009): 63-64; Norvin Hein, “Caitanya’s Ecstasies and the Theology of the Name,” in Hinduism: New
Essays in the History of Religions, ed. Bardwell L. Smith (Leiden: Brill, 1976), 15-32; Neal Delmonico,
“Chaitanya Vaishnavism and the Holy Names,” in Krishna: A Sourcebook, ed. Edwin F. Bryant
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 549-575; Barbara Holdrege, “From Nama-Avatara
to Nama-Samkirtana: Gaudiya Perspectives on the Name,” Journal of Vaishnava Studies 17.2
(2009): 3-36.

I Raghavan, The Power of the Sacred Name, 49-55.
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that they accord to themselves. All thought, in this view, is local. For the au-
thor and the readers of the Kaumudi to latch onto the name as a subject of
scholastic reflection was a choice only partially inspired by the superposed
ideals of a Sanskrit canon. They also called upon a vernacular practice, in
the sense of the quotidian, the everyday.!? Singing the name was one way in
which the power of the quotidian could “expand beyond the parameters of its
inaugurators or champions.”'3 T am interested here not in the cultural politics
of vernacularization but in the “bottom-up” effect that everyday practices
have had on the world of elite exegesis.!* For one scholar in medieval Kerala,
they would upset the very foundations of thinking about Sanskrit scriptural
hierarchy. For his readers, they would affirm that there was more than one
way to be a Brahmin in the early modern world.

The Kaumudi in Context

In the previous chapter, I identified Laksmidhara as a native of Kerala be-
cause most manuscripts of his Bhagavata commentary survive only
there. However, I had noted there his connections to the Northeast of
India. Laksmidhara’s Kaumudi was studied and cited by the famous
acolytes of Caitanya, Rapa and Jiva Gosvami, while a commentary on
his Advaitamakaranda was written by Vasudéva Sarvabhauma, a fa-
mous scholar of Navya Nyaya who was later claimed by Gaudiya Vaisnava
hagiographers as a convert to Caitanya’s movement."> Moreover, in the
second benedictory verse of the Kaumudi, Laksmidhara refers to Krsna as
the “beloved of Pundarika.” It is possible that he was referring to Pundalik,
devotee of the Deccan god Vitthal.!'® However, the name “Pundarika” or
“Pundalika” occurs frequently in general lists of devotees of Visnu in the

12 Cf. Christian Lee Novetzke, The Quotidian Revolution: Vernacularization, Religion, and the
Premodern Public Sphere in India (New York: Columbia University Press, 2016), 12-13.

13 Novetzke, The Quotidian Revolution, 15.

14 Cf. Anand Venkatkrishnan, “Philosophy from the Bottom Up: Eknath’s Vernacular Advaita,”
Journal of Indian Philosophy 48.1 (2020): 9-21.

15D. C. Bhattacharya, “Vasudeva Sarvabhauma,” Indian Historical Quarterly 16
(1940): 58-69; S. K. De, Early History of the Vaisnava Faith and Movement in Bengal (Calcutta: Firma
K. L. Mukhopadhyay, 1961), xxiii-xxv, 85-90; Edward Dimock and Tony K. Stewart, The Caitanya
Caritamyta of Krsnadasa Kaviraja (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1999), 16; Jonardon
Ganeri, The Lost Age of Reason: Philosophy in Early Modern India 1450-1700 ce (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2011), 42-44.

16 This is how the commentator Anantadéva, a Maharashtrian Brahmin writing away from home,
interprets the reference. See Kaumudi, 4.
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puranas.’” One such Pundarika shows up in the “Glory of Jagannath” section
of the Skanda Purana. Pundarika and his friend Ambarisa lead dissolute lives
until they reach Jagannath at Puri, sing the names of Visnu, and attain liber-
ation there.!® The all-purifying power of God’s name is the central subject of
the Kaumudi. Finally, although Laksmidhara participated in an alternative
commentarial tradition on the Bhagavata, he shared one thing with his con-
temporary commentator Sridhara: a reverence for the god Nrsirhha, whose
transition into the deity Jagannath of Puri has been well-documented.'?
Whether or not Laksmidhara himself traveled back and forth between
these regions, the presence of the deity Nrsithha, who is a cross between the
fierce Bhairava and the erotic Visnu, returns us to the specter of Saivism in
Laksmidhara’s writing. Benedictory stanzas in praise of Siva are not unu-
sual in Vaisnava works—Sridhara has similar ones, for instance—but it is the
unity between Siva and Visnu that returns us to the question of place. As
I noted in the previous chapter, the mutuality of Siva and Visnu in medieval
Kerala contrasted with the conflict between the two in many other places.
Laksmidhara took great pains in the Kaumudi to emphasize the equivalence
of the two gods. Like Parnasarasvati, Laksmidhara described his teacher,
Anantananda Raghunatha, as embodying both Siva and Visnu:

Diving into the great ocean of glory

of the water spraying from his own lotus feet,
then himself placing it atop his own head:

he is my guru, my family deity.?

The image here is of the River Ganga, which flows from the feet of Visnu onto
the head of the waiting Siva. Only the two are a single entity, the author’s

17 Ramchandra Chintaman Dhere, Rise of a Folk God: Vitthal of Pandharpur, trans. Anne Feldhaus
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 151.

18 Dhere, Rise of a Folk God, 156: “No matter how far someone has fallen . . . still he can be saved
just by repeating the name of Visnu: this is the truth that the Mahatmya reveals through this story of
the salvation of Pundarik and Ambaris.”

1 Anncharlott Eschmann, Hermann Kulke, and Gaya Charan Tripathi, “The Formation of the
Jagannatha Triad,” in The Cult of Jagannath and the Regional Tradition of Orissa, ed. Annecharlott
Eschmann, Hermann Kulke, and Gaya Charan Tripathi (New Delhi: Manohar Publications,
1978), 167-196; Sara Adams, “From Narasirhha to Jagannatha,” Journal of Vaishnava Studies 17.1
(2008): 5-28.

20 Kaumudi, 135:

svapadapankeéruhasikarasya

nimajya mahatmyamaharnave yah
dadhau punas tam svayam éva maulau
sa no gurus tat kuladaivatam nah.
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family deity (kuladaivata), possibly also a reference to his father, named
Nrsithha. “The name of that river; he continues, “whether flowing from
Visnu’s toes or reaching Sivas thick dreadlocks, washes away all sins. How
much more so would the name of that ocean of compassion?”?! Elsewhere
in the Kaumudi, Laksmidhara quotes a verse from the Sivadharméttara, an
influential Saiva teaching (sivasasana), in support of a claim that one must
have “faith” (Sraddha) in the words of scripture for it to be effective.?? Faith,
in the Sivadharmottara, constitutes the essence of all Saiva teachings, and it
is the only means through which Siva can truly be attained. These teachings
are true because Sivas speech is infallible. The compassionate Siva cannot
but speak the truth because his utterances are commands (vidhi), not mere
descriptions of fact (arthavada).®® His teachings are condensed into the
mantra 6m namah sivaya, repetition of which replaces every treatise and
every ritual act.>* The idea that faith is indispensable is one that Laksmidhara
will ultimately dismiss. But the broader issue of whether or not certain tex-
tual utterances—in this case, claims in the purdnas—can be considered
commands rather than descriptions of fact structures the Kaumudi. While
I will reconstruct the Mimamsa context for Laksmidhara’s discussion, I sus-
pect that his line of inquiry has its roots in Saiva discourse.

Echoes of Saivism reverberate in his engagement with poetry and po-
etics as well. In a passage that has been considered a precursor to theories
of bhaktirasa, Laksmidhara suggests that the subjects of a devotee’s rasa, its
foundational (alambana-) and stimulating (uddipana-) factors, could be ei-
ther Visnu or Siva in all their descriptive glory, whether heard in the scriptures
or witnessed on stage.?® As in the Amytatarangini, Laksmidhara insists here
that the purdana can be read (and enacted) as kavya. Bhakti is a bhava, says
Laksmidhara, a religiously cultivated emotion that is transformed into rasa
by aesthetic factors. Other feelings may come and go, but bhakti brooks no

2L Kaumudi, 135:

yadanghrinakhamandalad vigalitasya pirvam punar
yadiyakabaribhararnavam upéyusah pathasah
asesajagadamhasam kimapi nama nirnéjanam
daya‘mrtamahambudheh kimuta nama tasyaiva tat.
22 Kaumudi, 72. On the Sivadharméttara, see Florinda De Simini, Of Gods and Books: Ritual and
Knowledge Transmission in the Manuscript Cultures of Premodern India (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2016).
23 Sivadharmottara 1.41, as cited in De Simini, Of Gods and Books, 423:
vidhivakyam idam Saivam narthavadah sivatmakah
lokanugrahakarta yah sa mysartham katham vadet.
24 De Simini, Of Gods and Books, 66-67.
%5 Kaumudi, 80-81. Cf. Delmonico, “Sacred Rapture,” 176-183.

$20Z J8quBA0N $Z Uuo 1s8nb AQ gy68G/500q/woo dnoolwspese//:sdiy wol) papeojumoq



THE NAME OF GOD IN THE WORLD OF MEN 91

interruption in a heart that has been perfumed with the traces of lifetimes
of devotion. As a rasa, it is enveloped by the experience of one’s own inner
delight; in fact, bhakti can find no better definition than the experience of
joy (ananda-samvid).?® Laksmidhara reminds us here of his own comments
early in the Amytatarangini, where he used the word “joy;” ananda, to de-
scribe the fundamental rasa of love for God.

Elsewhere he reminds us of Parnasarasvati, who couldn’t resist the occa-
sional sexual wordplay. To conclude his opening benediction, Laksmidhara
compares the scripture directing an accomplished sage inward to a cour-
tesan drawing a poor man to her inner chambers:

He’s the king of the egoless,

He’s the prince of paupers,

of all who live by the river of tranquility,

of all who hang out on the shores of impotence,

and free from the weight of the gunas. And yet,

and hasn’t got a single good quality. It doesn’t matter.
Scripture humbly serves him who has no sense of false pride,
With false respect she approaches him from afar,
and slowly endeavors to lead him within

and slowly tries to lead him inside

to be enveloped by good fortune.

to be surrounded by beautiful women.*’”

This is not to suggest that all Saivas were so cavalier, only that medieval Kerala
seemed to offer the social conditions of possibility for such writing. Other
Saivas, however, were less inclined to support the kind of interreligious and
open-ended approach to bhakti prescribed in the Kaumudi. Take, for ex-
ample, the polemic of Gopinatha, a Maharashtrian scholar of dharmasastra

26 Kaumudi, 80: sa cayam adyo bhavo vrttyantarair antara niviSamanair apy anékajanmavasan
avasité cétasi na vyavacchidyamané vibhavadibhi rasarapatam apadyamanod nijasukhasamvida
nirbharam alingitah svayam évanandasamvidabhidhanam upacarasaham dadhano bhaktir ity
abhidhiyate.

27 The italicized lines represent the secondary reading of the verse enabled by the technique of
slesa, or bitextual poetry. See Kaumudi, 2:

adhisam nihsvanam samanadatatisu pravasatam
asesanam adyam gunagarimanirmuktam api yam
mysamanad diram Srutir upacaranti savinayarm
Sanair yatnad antarnayati subhaganam parivrdham.
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from the fifteenth century who had clear affinities for Saiva theology.?® In
his influential Jativivéka, a discourse on classifying caste communities,
Gopinatha speaks contemptuously of those who practice precisely the sort of
bhakti which Laksmidhara advocates:

Gopinatha also demonstrated marked hostility to bhakti religion, ascribing
menial parentages to “Vaisnavas” . . . Such “Vaisnavas” were lower than
Stdras. . .. They deluded themselves that repeating the name of God was
the summit of virtue and a substitute for following their own prescribed
place in the social order. Citing the Visnupurana, he asserted: “Those who
abandon their karma and just recite ‘Krsna, Krsna!” are sinners in the eyes
of Hari. The birth of Hari is for the sake of dharma. If you follow your
varna, asrama, and the prescribed conduct, you actually worship Visnu, the

Highest Man. There is no other way to satiate Him"»

Writing as an upholder of normative caste hierarchy, Gopinatha associates
the everyday practice of singing the name with nonelite castes. Given his so-
cial location, he could have been responding to the popularity of Varkari de-
votion to Vitthal in the Deccan. He turns the sacred texts of these so-called
Vaisnavas against them, although the disapproving remark about people
who sing the name of Krsna cannot be traced to a particular purana and may
well have been one of his own inventions.?® Gopinatha’s dismissive attitude
to such popular practices contrasts with Laksmidhara’s. Whatever their re-
lationship may have been, the discrepancy between their attitudes to bhakti
shows that there was a wide spectrum of Saivas in the fourteenth and fif-
teenth centuries, some who rejected and some who accommodated the texts
and practices of Vaisnava devotional groups (divided by caste and class) in
the name of Vaisnavism itself.

28 Rosalind O’Hanlon, Gergely Hidas, and Csaba Kiss, “Discourses of Caste over the Longue
Durée: Gopinatha and Social Classification in India, ca. 1400-1900," South Asian History and
Culture 6.1 (2015): 103. “He was a traditional Smarta Brahman, from a Saivite scholar family, in
which Kashmiri Saivite influences were strong. In Sanderson’s terms, Gopinatha seems not to have
been an initiate into a particular Saivite sect, but rather to have worshipped Siva within a broad
framework of Vedic ritual and Smarta attachment to the principles of varnasramadharma, the orders
of castes and life-stages”

29 O’Hanlon, Hidas, and Kiss, “Discourses of Caste,” 111.

30 O’Hanlon, Hidas, and Kiss, “Discourses of Caste,” 120, n. 79 cite Visnupurana 3.8.9 and 5.1.151,
as well as Garudapurana 1.229.7 as possible sources. None of these stanzas, however, matches the
opening criticism of people reciting the name of Krsna.
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More interesting than the philosophical or theological impulses “behind”
Laksmidhara’s work is what he is doing in writing the Kaumudi. Most cen-
trally, he places the Bhagavata Purana firmly within the canon of Sanskrit
scripture, privileging it more strongly than his predecessors had done. And
in the same motion, he opens a space for non-Vedic, non-Sanskrit, popular
devotional practices, to puncture the forbidding world of scriptural herme-
neutics. He writes approvingly of lyrics (gatha) that are composed in Prakrit
and in everyday languages (prakrtabhasa)®! and summarily accepts any
sources of praise, whether of “Vedic, Tantric, pauranika, or human composi-
tion,” for there is no rule that defines how one should praise God.*? It is pos-
sible that the Kaumudi’s location at these multiple intersections—the elite
and the everyday, the Saiva and Vaisnava—contributed to its later impact on
a diverse group of scholars. Before attending to its reception, I will focus on
the Kaumudr's intervention in the world of Sanskrit scriptural hermeneutics.

A Tale of Two smrtis
The Kaumudi is structured in three chapters:

Chapter 1. Statements of the puranas have intended meanings
(vivaksitartha).

Chapter 2. Singing the name confers a beneficial result on a person
(purusartha).

Chapter 3. Singing the name on its own is sufficient as the means to a ben-
eficial end.

The concepts of vivaksitartha and purusartha are technical terms in
Mimarmsa. When Mimarhsakas discuss whether the meaning of a word or
a sentence is what is intended by it (vivaksitartha), they are usually trying to
figure out whether the word or sentence in question merely conveys meaning
or makes a contribution. This maps onto the difference between the semantic

31 1 read this as a dvandva compound. Cf. Sheldon Pollock, “Sanskrit Literary Culture from the
Inside Out,” in Literary Cultures in History: Reconstructions from South Asia, ed. Sheldon Pollock
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003), 63. “The word [prakrta] itself, according to the
standard interpretation, refers to the ‘common’ or ‘natural’ dialect(s) of which Sanskrit represents the
grammatically disciplined variety. But in fact it typically connotes a literary language and only very
rarely is used to mean spoken vernaculars (the usual term for these was bhasa, speech).”

32 Kaumudi, 101 (commenting on Bhagavata 6.3.27), 124.
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and pragmatic dimensions of meaning. Andrew Ollett explains: “Let’s say
Devadatta is going to a party and brings a bottle of wine. When he gets there,
he finds that Yajiiadatta has already arrived—and that Yajiiadatta has brought
a bottle of the exact same wine that Devadatta picked up. If their host were a
grammarian, he would probably say, ‘Great! Now we have two bottles. If he
were a Mimarmsaka, he would probably say, ‘We already have one of those’ 3
The example illustrates how Mimarhsakas thought about different types of
sentence in the Veda which express similar meanings. For the Mimarhsaka,
it is the Vedic directive (vidhi) that has primacy. The vidhi is independently
meaningful, for it prompts the listener to act and, as such, brings a state of
affairs into being. The subjunctive or optative modality trumps the indic-
ative, although indicative sentences can be interpreted to have imperative
force. Other sentence categories are meaningful only insofar as they sub-
serve the purpose of carrying out the vidhi. The same goes for linguistic
elements within a sentence: if they are incidental to the overall purport, the
“functional unity” of the sentence, and contribute nothing new, they must be
disregarded.’* At stake in Laksmidhara’s intervention, then, is the question
of whether sentences in the purdna can be considered independently mean-
ingful, or whether they are subordinate to some other context, some exter-
nally derived injunction. If they are the former, then they can be interpreted
as ritual injunctions in and of themselves that provide something beneficial
to the human being (purusartha).®® If not, then we cannot take their claims
seriously. At best, they support what we already know from the Veda, and at
worst, they must be disregarded entirely.

Asserting that the purana was in some sense comparable to a Vedic utter-
ance raised questions about the hierarchy of scriptural authority established
by Mimarhsa. Among all the schools of Brahmanical thought, Mimarhsa
instituted some of the strictest criteria for scripture to be accepted as norma-
tive. This was because the problem of scriptural proliferation—that is, the
vastarray of Indic text-traditions that presented themselves as sources of valid
knowledge about matters beyond the senses—bore directly on the unique
authority of the Veda as the source of knowledge and practice. The Mimarhsa

33 Andrew Ollett, “Artha: Semantics versus Pragmatics,” The Indian Philosophy Blog, April 9, 2016,
https://indianphilosophyblog.org/2016/04/09/artha-semantics-versus-pragmatics/.

3 Lawrence McCrea, “The Hierarchical Organization of Language in Mimarhsa Interpretive
Theory, Journal of Indian Philosophy 28.5 (2000): 448.

3 On this technical Mimarsa reading of the term purusdrtha instead of the more general “goal
of human life]” see Patrick Olivelle, “From trivarga to purusartha: A Chapter in Indian Moral
Philosophy;” Journal of the American Oriental Society 139.2 (2019): 388-390.
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argument for a scripture’s ultimate validity (pramanya) runs briefly as
follows: a text cannot have an author, human or divine, for embodied beings
lie all the time, and there is no such thing as omniscience or supernatural
perception; it cannot refer to historical realities, for that would imply per-
sonal authorship; it cannot have a discernible beginning, for that would
imply historical contingency. Lawrence McCrea explains: “Eternal texts, the
Mimarsakas argue, cannot refer to particular historical persons or events.
Those passages in eternal texts which appear to refer to such persons and
events must be understood as figuratively praising or otherwise referring to
elements of the (eternally recurrent) Vedic sacrifice—what the Mimarmsakas
call arthavada. Hence, any apparent reference in a purportedly eternal text to
the omniscience of a particular scripture-author would either have to be an
arthavada passage (and accordingly be interpreted figuratively), or, as a his-
torical reference, would show that the text is not in fact eternal.”* By this ac-
count, only the directly perceived, eternal, unauthored Veda, also known as
sruti, qualifies as independently authoritative. All other sacred texts can pos-
sess only, at best, a derivative authority. Even the genre of smyti, from which
most Brahmanical cultural practices were drawn, is usually allocated a place
just below srutiin the Mimarhsa hierarchy of Sanskrit scripture. The genre of
smyti was broadly comprised of the epics (itihdsa); customs, ethics, and law
(dharmasastra); and ancient myths and legends (purana). The Mimarhsa
tradition constructed a “transcendent legitimacy” around the smyti, con-
sidering it almost equivalent to the sruti, as “Veda remembered” rather than
“Veda recited.”®” Apart from the Brahmanical smyti, however, Mimarhsakas
disqualified most texts, especially those that belonged to Buddhists, Jains,
and Saiva and Vaisnava sectarian groups, from occupying the same level of
normative validity.*® Laksmidhara’s introduction of the genre of purana—in
particular, the Bhdgavata Purana—as a separable category prompted a rad-
ical reappraisal of the sruti-smyti continuum. In order to fully appreciate the
break effected by the Kaumudi here, it is worth reviewing the history of how
scriptural interpreters prior to Laksmidhara understood the purana.

36 Lawrence McCrea, “‘Just Like Us, Just Like Now’: The Tactical Implications of the Mimarnsa
Rejection of Yogic Perception,” in Yogic Perception, Meditation, and Altered States of Consciousness,
ed. Eli Franco (Wien: Verlag der Osterreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 2009), 61, n. 9.

37 Sheldon Pollock, “The Revelation of Tradition: sruti, smyti, and the Sanskrit Discourse
of Power,” in Boundaries, Dynamics and Construction of Traditions in South Asia, ed. Federico
Squarcini (London: Anthem Press, 2011), 41-61.

38 Andrew Nicholson, Unifying Hinduism: Philosophy and Identity in Indian Intellectual History
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2010), 170.
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The earliest extant Mimarnsa writers, Jaimini and Sabara, do not appear
particularly interested in the subject. In Jaimini’s aphorisms, the Mimarnisa
Sitras (MS), and Sabara’s prose commentary, the primary concern is with
delimiting the boundary of sruti against smyti. Jaimini and Sabara assert that
we may infer the authority of the cultural practices of smrti only insofar as
they (a) have the Veda as their root (Srutimiila) and (b) are performed by
the same agents as those who perform Vedic acts (kartysamanya).>® Neither
makes mention of the puranas at all, perhaps because of their relative un-
importance (or indeed absence) at the time that Jaimini and Sabara were
writing. For many early Mimarhsakas, the epics and puranas were under-
stood to form a single unit, called itihasapurana. However, the seventh-
century Mimarmsaka Kumarila Bhatta expanded the scope and power of
smyti so as to virtually eliminate any possible limiting conditions that might
hinder its authority. One of these possible conditions, the potentially infinite
enlargement of the canon of texts that one could reasonably infer to be au-
thoritative, led Kumarila to reflect on the genre of itihasapurana.*®

In his Tantravarttika commentary on MS 1.3.7, which deals with the
question of smyti’s authority, Kumarila engages with an opponent who asks
why Buddhist or Jain teachings about compassion, charity, or the practice
of meditation, which appear unobjectionable to upper-caste men, should
be considered contradictory to Vedic authority. Kumarila responds by de-
fining those texts that have been “accepted by the learned” as the fourteen
or eighteen “strongholds of knowledge.”*! These include the itihasapurana
but not Buddhist or Jain scriptures. Kumarila explains further that the
itihasapurana, although of human authorship, are mentioned in the Veda
itself as a source of knowledge. The mention of itihasapurana as the “fifth
Veda” in the Chandogya Upanisad (7.1) means only that they serve as

3 See Pollock, “The Revelation of Tradition,” 48: “Insofar as the same people who perform the acts
of dharma required by the Veda also perform acts of dharma ‘not based on sacred word, we must
assume that the authority for these other actions is conferred, not by directly perceptible Vedic texts,
but by texts inferentially proven to exist.”

40 Kumarila probably did not have any specific purana in mind, given that the formula
encompasses a whole range of texts, from fictitious prose to royal genealogies to didactic discourses.
P. V. Kane notes that Kumarila’s remarks across the Tantravarttika suggest that some of the ex-
tant puranas existed in his day and “were looked upon by him as authoritative in the province of
Dharma equally with the Smrtis of Manu, Gautama and others.” See P. V. Kane, “The Tantravartika
and the Dharmasastra Literature,” Journal of the Bombay Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society (N.S.) 1
(1925): 102.

41 Cf. Cezary Galewicz, “Fourteen Strongholds of Knowledge: On Scholarly Commentaries,
Authority, and Power in XIV Century India,” in Texts of Power, The Power of the Text: Readings in
Textual Authority across History and Cultures, ed. Cezary Galewicz (Krakow: Homini, 2006),
141-164.
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auxiliary means of arriving at the knowledge of dharma. Moreover, this is
possible for the itihasapurana only because their authors are the very sages
named in the Veda, who are not historical figures but recur eternally with
each historical cycle.*? In other words, the itihasapurana are not inde-
pendent with respect to dharma, but they are accepted as canonical only
inasmuch as they support Vedic commands. In these and other passages,
Kumarila does not appear to consider the genre to be especially different
from smyti. His commentary on MS 1.3.2 suggests that the injunctive and
explanatory portions of the itihasapurana work in the same way as those of
dharmasastra. Those messages that have a bearing on dharma originate in
the Veda; those that do not and, say, serve some worldly purpose, originate
in everyday experience.*® Either way, they are derivative of and subordinate
to the Veda.

Kumarila’s only other discussion of the purpose of puranas appears, tell-
ingly, in his commentary on MS 1.2.7. This section deliberates on the differ-
ence between linguistic components of the Veda—in particular, between the
vidhi, the independently authoritative injunction, and the arthavada, a sen-
tence possessing a narrative or descriptive form which is purposeful only in
a subordinate position to the overall Vedic ritual context, insofar as it serves
to enhance or commend a vidhi. Since they are not direct exhortations,
arthavadas are considered supplementary sources of praise or deprecation
of the content of injunctions and prohibitions. They ensure that the lis-
tener will be encouraged or prompted to perform or desist from the action
specified by the injunction or prohibition. In Sabara’s commentary, an op-
ponent argues that a vidhi could serve quite well in and of itself to incite the
agent to action, making the function of arthavadas irrelevant. Sabara agrees,
in principle, and essentially responds that we must somehow account for
such supplementary passages, since they exist in abundance, after all.** If this
was a problem for the Veda, which Mimarhsakas already held to possess in-
herent validity, so much more so the itihasapurana, which are comprised
almost entirely of narrative passages.

42 Mimamsadarsana, vol. 1B, ed. V. G. Apte (Pune: Anandashrama Press, 1929), 202, 11. 21-26.

43 Ganganath Jha, trans., Tantravarttika (New Delhi: Sri Satguru Publications, 1983), 119.

4 Mimamsadarsana, vol. 1B, 118, 1l. 1-4. Kumarila suggests (1. 14-15), quite sarcastically, that
such an objection should have been directed at the purported author of the Veda, who could be
grilled on why he made sentences so long, when the purpose could have been accomplished with
much less verbiage. In the absence of such an author, there is no scope for such an objection: yo nama
védasya karta syat sa évam paryanuyujyéta laghunopayena siddhé kim mahdavakyam asrayasiti.
tadabhavan na paryanuyogah.
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Kumarila takes this opportunity to apply the same logic of hierarchical or-
ganization to their language.*> Even though he analogizes the work of vidhis
in the Veda and in itihasapurana, he views them as the result of very different
compositional and intentional processes. The passage is worth quoting in
some detail:

This is the way the statements of the Mahabharata, etc., should be
interpreted. They too, falling in line with such injunctions as “One should
instruct the four caste-classes,” seek to accomplish certain ends beneficial
to their human agents.*® Their result is not contained in the recitation itself,
but in the understanding of the means to achieve those aims and to avoid
their opposites. Yet even in these works, such as the teachings on charity,
kingship, and liberation, there are some direct injunctions, whereas some
passages are arthavadas that take the shape of stories about ritual acts done
by others and occasions of their performance in ancient times. If we had to
derive literal meaning from every single tale, it would obviate the injunc-
tion to “instruct the four caste-classes,” so we understand some implied
praise or condemnation therein. And since their exclusive purpose is ei-
ther praise or condemnation, one shouldn’t spend too much time trying
to figure out whether they are true or not. After all, Valmiki, Vyasa, and
others composed their own works in accordance with their study of the
Veda. And since those whom they chose to instruct were of varying intellec-
tual capacities, this makes perfect sense. In one context, some people learn
from mere injunctions; others need arthavadas, some shorter and some
longer. The authors began their compositions with the desire to attract the
minds of anyone and everyone. Now in such works, some injunctions and
prohibitions have the Veda as their source, while some are derived from
everyday experience and have to do with acquiring wealth and happiness.
Similarly, some arthavadas are Vedic in character, some are worldly, and

> The thirteenth-century commentator Somésvara Bhatta perceptively noted that this extension
of intra-Vedic interpretive principles into the realm of itihasapurana was closely connected to the
discussion of the authority of the vidyasthanas in MS 1.3. See Nyayasudha, ed. Pandit Mukunda
Shastri (Benares: Vidya Vilasa Press, 1901), 40.

%6 The analogy here, Somésvara points out, is to the Vedic meta-injunction “One should study
one’s [recension of | the Veda” (svadhyayodhyétavyah), which commands other injunctions to com-
mand agents. In this way, the so-called adhyayanavidhi is the take-oft point for the entire process
of Vedic ritual. Similarly, the “injunction to instruct” (sravanavidhi) is the meta-injunction for
itihasapurana literature, such that its language entirely subserves the purpose of attaining the four
aims of human life: piety, pleasure, profit, and liberation. See Nyayasudha, 40. On the concept of
“meta-injunction,” see Kei Kataoka, “Scripture, Men and Heaven: Causal Structure in Kumarila’s
Action-Theory of bhavana,” Journal of Indian and Buddhist Studies 49.2 (2001): 12-13.
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some are simply there to make it good poetry. All of them are valid insofar
as their role is one of commendation.?”

Kumarila assigns the itihdsapurana literature a meaningful but subordinate
role. It is certainly of human origin, though its authors (unlike the Buddha)
had based their writings on their study of the Veda. But even within their
compositions, there is a hierarchical organization of language. There are
some direct injunctions that derive from the Veda. The vast majority of the lit-
erature, however, is arthavada. As such, its role is one of either commending
or condemning actions that have already been prescribed or proscribed by
the Veda. Kumarila finds the whole enterprise mostly uninteresting. The
itihasapurana may contain some useful accounts of royal genealogies, pretty
hymns to deities, and a certain overall listening pleasure, but one should not
give too much credence to their truth-claims. They are, after all, intended
for everyone and make concessions to people’s diverse intellectual capacities.
The scope of the Veda, however, is emphatically restricted. In Kumarila’s
view, you may dabble in the itihasapurana if you wish, but don’t think they
will help you in any substantive way.

The twentieth-century Sanskritist Ganganath Jha called Kumarila’s view
on the authority of puranas a “liberal” one.* When compared to the eleventh-
century Mimarmsaka Parthasarathi Misra, Kumarila does come off as rather
broad-minded. In the opening chapter of his Sastradipika, Parthasarathi
engages in a fierce polemic against several philosophical schools on issues
of epistemology, saving particular rancor for Advaita Védanta. In one of
these diatribes, he castigates Vedantins for their excessive reliance on texts
that they have utterly misunderstood and that themselves provoke confu-
sion: “This Advaita doctrine has been promulgated by people who: (a) are
deluded by the Upanisadic discourses that figuratively discuss the unreality

47 Mimamsadarsana, vol. 1B, 116, 1l. 6-16: évam bharatadivakyani vyakhyéyani. tésam api
hi ‘Sravayec caturé varnan” ity eévamadividhyanusaréna purusarthatvanvesanad aksaradi
vyatikramya dharmarthakamamoksadharmanarthaduhkhasamsarasadhyasadhanapratipattir
upadanaparityagangabhiita phalam. tatrapi tu danarajamoksadharmadisu kécit saksad vidhayah
kecit punah parakrtipurakalparipenarthavadah. sarvopakhyanesu tatparyeé sati ‘Sravayed” iti
vidheér anarthakyat kathamcid gamyamanastutinindaparigrahah. tatparatvac ca nativépakhyanesu
tattvabhinivésah karyah. vedaprasthanabhyaséna hi valmikidvaipayanaprabhrtibhis tathaiva
svavakyani pranitani. pratipadyanam ca vicitrabuddhitvad yuktam évaitat. iha kécid vidhimatréna
pratipadyante. aparé sarthavadénaparélpénarthavadénaparé mahata. sarvésam ca  cittam
grahitavyam ity évam arambhah. tatra tu kécid vidhipratisedhah Srutimiilah kécid arthasukhadisu
lokamulas tatharthavadah kécid vaidika éva keécil laukika éva kécit tu svayam éva kavyanyayéna
racitah. sarvé ca stutyarthéna pramanam.

48 Ganganath Jha, Pirva Mimamsa in Its Sources (Benares: Benares Hindu University, 1942), 215.
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of the unstable world and actually praise Brahman and by the itihasapurana
that conform to them, (b) do not comprehend the overall meaning of textual
statements, and (c) have put zero effort into logical reasoning. Therefore,
it is a madman’s chatter that should be totally disregarded.”* The funda-
mental disagreement here between Parthasarathi and his Védantin inter-
locutor is on the value of the Upanisads. For Mimarsakas, the Upanisads
mostly fell under the category of arthavada. Since they do not instruct us
in the performance of ritual action, except in certain quasi-ritualistic med-
itative injunctions, they must be subordinate to the overall ritual context
of the Veda. Mimarsakas urged that the Upanisads do not actually tell us
about really existing things. Their teachings about the self only reinforce the
commonsense notion that a sacrificer must have a noncorporeal, permanent
self in order to perform his ritual actions and enjoy their fruits in another
world. All their talk about the illusory nature of the world is only a figur-
ative way to discuss its inconstancy. As arthavadas, Parthasarathi says, the
Upanisads function just like the itihasapurana, whose fictional narratives
have no standing of their own and can at best commend the performance of
Vedic ritual. Parthasarathi criticizes Veédantic reading practices here more
than the texts on which they rely. Nevertheless, he is clear about the role of
those texts. The Upanisads, lumped together with itihdasapurana, must not
exceed the scope given to them by Mimarhsa interpretive theory.

For Védantins, however, the Upanisads were independently meaningful.
Not only were they not “merely” arthavada, but they worked as sources of
valid knowledge because the ritual portion of the Veda did not exhaust its
communicative scope. The Vedas should be understood as offering infor-
mation and not just injunctions. From this perspective, the Upanisads were
meaningful precisely because they allowed one to be released from the on-
erous burdens of ritual activity. A statement is authoritative not because it
makes you do something (codana or niyoga), but because it gets you what
you want (istasadhana). It is well known how Védantins overturned the
Mimarhsa hierarchy of Vedic language in order to support the authority of the
Upanisads.’® But early Védantins like Sankara agreed with the Mimarnsakas’

¥ Sastradipika, ed. Kisoradasa Svami (Varanasi: Sadhuvela Sarhskrta Mahavidyalaya,
1977), 65: tasmad brahmanah prasamsarthair asthayitvéna prapaiicasyasattvam upacaradbhir
aupanisadair vadais tadanusaribhis ca itihasapuranair bhrantanam vakyatatparyam ajananam nya-
yabhiyogasanyanarm pralapo’yam advaitavada ity upeksaniyah.

0 wilhelm Halbfass, “Human Reason and Vedic Revelation in Advaita Vedanta,” in Tradition
and Reflection: Explorations in Indian Thought, ed. Wilhelm Halbfass (Albany: SUNY Press, 1991),
148-151.
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desire to limit scriptural proliferation. For Sankara, the Upanisads alone,
being nothing but the revealed word of the Veda, could effect liberation on
the part of its listeners.

Around the turn of the first millennium, however, philosophers who ac-
cepted the authority of Saiva and Vaisnava religious scriptures argued for
their validity, sometimes accepting and sometimes rejecting the Mimarmsa
terms of debate. One such argument was put forward by the ninth-century
Saiva Jayanta Bhatta in his Nyayamaiijari. Jayanta distinguished types of
Agamas, or non-Vedic scriptures, differentiating between those that did or
did not explicitly contradict the Veda. He argued that the Saiva Agamas were
just as valid as the Veda but not for the reasons that Mimarhsakas offered.
As a proponent of Nyaya philosophy, Jayanta believed that the authority of
scripture rested in its having been composed by a reliable author, namely
God. According to Jayanta, both the Saiva Agamas and the Veda were com-
posed by God, and as such found mainstream acceptance within a respect-
able public. In appealing to both divine and human authorities, Jayanta at
once extended and limited the scope of authoritative scripture, including the
Saiva Agamas but excluding Buddhist scriptures that directly contradicted
the Veda.

Another serious attempt to expand the canon of Sanskrit scripture was
the Agamapramanya of Yamuna (eleventh century), considered to be a
forerunner of the Srivaisnava tradition of Vedanta.5! In this book, Yamuna
put forth two main arguments for why the Paficaratra Agamas, Vaisnava
scriptural texts which technically fell outside the Vedic canon, should be
considered valid sources of knowledge. First, he stated that the Agamas are
the direct utterances of the god Visnu and therefore supremely authorita-
tive. Second, he claimed that they achieve Vedic status by being derived
from a lost recension of the White Yajurvéda, the Ekayana Sakha. While the
former approach strays into broader theistic modes of argument, the latter
more closely mirrors the Mimarhsa defense of smrti as “Veda remembered.”
According to Yamuna’s thirteenth-century commentator Védanta Désika, it
was quite possible that, like the smyrti, the Agamas had as their basis Vedic
texts that are now lost to us. We may thus infer the authority for practices
not validated by extant Vedic texts. In cases of contradiction between sruti

51 Among Srivaisnavas, the Tiruvaymoli of Nammalvar was believed to be a “Tamil Veda” that
paralleled, not just imitated or derived from, the Sanskrit Veda. See John Carman and Vasudha
Narayanan, The Tamil Veda: Pillan’s Interpretation of the Tiruvaymoli (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1989).
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and smyrti, one must differentially situate them according to their relative
strength. But if there was contradiction between the Agama and the Veda,
one may choose freely between them, given that differences can be chalked
up to particular contexts of time, place, and eligible agents. Védanta Désika
is more circumspect than Yamuna here in toeing the Mimarhsa line.> He
is content with the argument that the Agamas have the Veda as their root
and gives them an extra edge over smyrti with the passing remark that they
are also “directly grounded in God’s compassion.” In both cases, how-
ever, authority is derivative. The smyti and the Agamas occupy the same
place on the podium, even if one is stretching its neck a little higher for the
photographers.>?

This state of affairs changed with the advent of the iconoclastic exegete
Madhva, who opened the scriptural canon to “all sacred lore”* Madhva
refashioned the védamiila doctrine to mean that any text which illuminates
the meaning of the Veda, and is therefore “rooted” in it, is independently
valid. This included not only Paficaratra Agamas, but the Mahabharata, the
puranas, and all of those “unknown sources” which Madhva was infamous
for quoting.®® In Madhva’s account, these authored sources manifested si-
multaneously with the eternal Veda, since both were transmitted by the god
Visnu through a series of hierarchically ordered sages.® Thus no one text
tradition is given a privileged place; each informs the other in a symbiotic
relationship.

The Bhagavata Purana, however, had its own ideas about scriptural hi-
erarchy. Although puranas were generally classified by Mimamsakas as
smyrti, they themselves were concerned with appropriating the status of
Sruti, the “fifth Veda” Among puranas, the Bhagavata was distinctive in

32 However, see the opening to Védanta Desika’s Paricaratraraksa for the unambiguous claim
that the Agamas are valid because they are Gods infallible word. Sr7 Pasicaratraraksa of Sri Vedanta
Desika, ed. M. Duraiswami Aiyangar and T. Venugopalacharya (Madras: The Adyar Library and
Research Centre, 1967), 2.

53 J.A.B.van Buitenen, Ydmuna’sfigama Pramanyam (Madras: Ramanuja Research Society, 1971);
M. Narasimhachary, “Introductory Study,” in Agamapramanya of Yamuna, ed. M. Narasimhachary
(Baroda: Oriental Institute, 1976), 11-12. For Désika’s comment, see Nyayaparishuddhi by Sri
Venkatnath Sri Vedantacharya, ed. Vidyabhushan Lakshmanacharya (Benares: Vidya Vilas Press,
1918), 474-475: saksad isvaradayamulatvat.

> Valerie Stoker, “Conceiving the Canon in Dvaita Vedanta: Madhvas Doctrine of All Sacred
Lore,” Numen 51.1 (2004): 48-77.

5 Roque Mesquita, Madhva’s Unknown Literary Sources: Some Observations (New Delhi: Aditya
Prakashan, 2000).

% Stoker, “Conceiving the Canon,” 60.
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its claims to be the quintessential scripture, the fruit and the culmination
of the entire Brahmanical canon.”” This would have posed a significant
problem to Mimarmsakas had the very genre of purana not been so irrel-
evant to the figures studied so far. But when it emerged from the narra-
tive into the scholastic world, the Bhagavata had a much bigger impact
than any previous reworking of Mimamsa. If in the Mimarhsa taxonomy,
the Bhagavata as purana was on a par with smyrti, it certainly acted like
sruti. The Bhagavata believed that its language was just as powerful, just
as capable of effecting action and communicating knowledge, as that of
the Vedas and the Upanisads, and that it was the best and brightest of all
the puranas.®® This claim bolstered the Bhagavata’s overall strategy to
exalt love for God, bhakti, above meaningless ritual and dry philosophy.
But that strategy remained a rhetorical one, inasmuch as it was con-
fined to the language of scripture and not of scriptural interpretation. It
is here that Laksmidhara’s intervention in the Kaumudi became so cru-
cial. The Kaumudi posed a scholastic and not merely rhetorical chal-
lenge to the Mimarmsa discourse of scriptural orthodoxy by using the
language of Mimarsa both to legitimize the authority of the genre of
purana and to rank it above the genre of smyti. Among the many ritual,
ethical, and social norms that the genre of smyti represented, the Kaumud?
selected for criticism the normative practices of expiation prescribed
by dharmasastra. In these sources of Brahmanical jurisprudence, each
transgression had its own corresponding expiation. The intricacies of
these practices formed the subject of centuries of Sanskrit scholarship on
dharmasastra. The Bhagavata, however, dispensed with all such practices
through narrative and didactic episodes that demonstrated the power of
God’s name. The Kaumudi used the Bhagavata’s criticisms of Brahmanical
orthopraxy as a foundation on which to stake a claim for the purana’s
place in the hierarchy of Sanskrit scripture. Its attempt to expand and, in
fact, supplant parts of the Sanskrit scriptural canon reflects one of the first
scholastic elaborations of the Bhagavata’s own claims to being a “purana
that is Veda”>®

57 Barbara Holdrege, “From Purana-Veda to Karsna-Veda: The Bhagavata Purana as Consummate
Sruti and Smrti Incarnate,” Journal of Vaishnava Studies 15.1 (2006): 31-70.

58 Holdrege, “From Purana-Veda to Karsna-Veda,” 52.

%9 Cf. Fred Smith, “Puranaveda,” in Authority, Anxiety, and Canon: Essays in Vedic Interpretation,
ed. Laurie L. Patton (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1994), 97-138.
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Love Is All You Need

What distinguishes the Kaumudi’s treatment of purdana from earlier dis-
course on the topic is that the stakes are significantly higher. The Bhagavata’s
self-aggrandizing language prompts the Kaumud?’s author to reckon with
the superiority of its truth-claims and, importantly, its social practices. The
Kaumudi systematically develops one of these claims: singing God’s name
removes all sins and provides a beneficial end to its agent. The Kaumudi
is strewn with quotations from several puranas that support the power of
singing God’s name, but it is the Bhagavata that “grabs it by the horns” (srrig-
agrahikaya).®® A single verse from the story of Ajamila, where we began this
chapter, sums up the thesis (Bhagavata 6.2.10):

For all sinners whosoever,

this single thing serves as atonement:
To recite the name of Visnu,

for one’s mind has turned to him.%!

Such claims about the power of the name are part of the Bhagavata’s narrative
strategy of exalting Krsna as the ultimate God, but they comprise only a minor
section of the text as a whole. Laksmidhara, however, extracts from this story
an entire theology of the divine name. The first chapter of the Kaumudi seeks
to disprove the claim that statements in the purana do not have “intended
meaning” (vivaksitartha),in other words, that they do not contribute anything
new, because their role is simply to commend. In this chapter, Laksmidhara
lambastes the “scaremongering of those who have misunderstood Mimarhsa
discourse” (aviditamimarmsavrttantanam vibhisika) who say that the purana
is merely arthavada®—an ironic accusation, to say the least, because virtually
every Mimarsaka in history had said precisely that. The specific opponent
to whom Laksmidhara was responding is not certain, but given my recon-
struction of prior Mimarhsa discussions of the purdna, one can imagine that
there was resistance to his efforts. Indeed, the critique that the puranas were
nothing but arthavada was felt closely enough to merit a response in the late

80 Kaumudi, 70.
oL sarvesam apy aghavatam idam éva suniskrtam

namavyaharanam visnor yatas tadvisaya matih.

62 Kaumudi, 16.
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Brhannaradiya Purana (1.61): “O best of Brahmins, those who proclaim that
puranas, which discuss the entire dharma, are arthavada, are going straight
to hell”®* An utterance’s being able to contribute something new, and not
simply convey meaning, hinged on its ability to effect practical action along
the lines of a Vedic command. Laksmidhara’s opponent attempts to foreclose
that possibility, suggesting that the purana’s valorization of singing the name
of God simply falls under the category of praise (stavakatva), which is the
sole prerogative of the arthavada. This follows closely on Kumarila Bhatta’s
note that statements in the itihasapurana are authoritative inasmuch as their
role is to commend an injunction previously derived from the Veda. Only
Vedic injunctions, in the Mimarhsa view, are “self-validating,” for instead of
describing something that already exists, thereby making a statement poten-
tially falsifiable, they prompt one to bring about a new state of affairs that is
not accessible by any other means of knowledge. Laksmidhara responds by
appealing to the Védantic view that the validity of a scriptural statement is
not limited to its injunctive capacity but includes the ability to instruct us re-
garding already existent entities. The purana is reliable for the same reason: we
instinctively understand from it either a course of ritual action or some factual
truth.® Even its most innocuous claims can and must be interpreted as valid
in their own right. All the six Védantic principles that serve as “indicators of
purport” (tatparyalinga)—the unity between opening and closing statements,
repetition, novelty, result, plausibility, and commendation—can be applied
to stories like Ajamila’s. Moreover, he says, following the classical Védantins
Sankara and Mandana Misra, a vidhi is nothing but the unique means to a
desired end (istasadhana). Such a statement could be in an injunctive mo-
dality or derived from some other discursive context. When the Bhagavata
says that all you need is to utter God’s name, it fulfills all the criteria of a Vedic
command.®

In this, at least, Laksmidhara may have found a kindred spirit in his con-
temporary Bhagavata commentator Sridhara. In his commentary on this
section of the Bhagavata, Sridhara offers some brief remarks that resemble
Laksmidhara’s more elaborate defense of the purana’s injunctive power

6 R. C. Hazra, Studies in the Upapuranas, vol. 1 (Calcutta: Sanskrit College, 1958), 312,
n. 115: puranésu dvijasréstah sarvadharmapravaktysu pravadanty arthavadatvam yé té
narakabhajanah.

6 Kaumudi, 12.

65 Kaumudi, 25. On the invention of the “six indicators of purport” by the tenth-century Advaitin
Prakasatman, see Yigal Bronner and Lawrence McCrea, First Words, Last Words: New Theories for
Reading Old Texts in Sixteenth-Century India (New York: Oxford University Press, 2021), 41-42.
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in the first chapter of the Kaumudi. Commenting on Bhagavata 6.2.8,
which reaffirms that Ajamila was released from all his sins by calling out
for Narayana, Sridhara responds to an objection that reciting God’s name
simply enhances one’s everyday ritual activities (sarvakarmasadgunya), and
cannot remove sins all by itself:

Even when God’s name is an element of performing ritual actions, it can
serve as the ultimate expiation, because of the logic of “distinctness of con-
nection,” which suggests that the same thing can be used differently in two
cases. It applies here as in the case of khadira wood.® So we have thousands
of cases in the puranas where the name functions independently (e.g., Visnu
Purana 6.8.19): “Even when his name is uttered inadvertently, a person’s sins
instantly scatter, like so many deer scared oft by a lion” One shouldn’t think
that these are arthavadas, because they are not subordinate to any vidhi.
Nor should the lack of an explicit injunctive modality make one believe that
these sentences must be subordinate to something else. We have indicative
sentences in the Veda that serve as vidhis, inasmuch as they communicate
something that is not a given, accessible by any other means of knowledge.
There are Vedic mantras, too (Rg Veda 8.11.9; 1.156.3), from which we glean
that the name is more powerful than all other acts, including austerity and
charity. And as it is, the discourse on the corporeality of gods (Brahma Siitra
1.3) shows that mantras and arthavadas are authoritative with respect to
their own subject matter.” Therefore, all one’s sins can be removed even by
the mere semblance of the name of Lord Narayana.®®

% Mimarmsa Sitra 4.3.5 says that in a case where one and the same thing is both obligatory as
well as contingent or optional, there is “distinctness of connection” (sarityogaprthaktva), such that
the same thing can be used in two cases. In his commentary, Sabara gives the example of two Vedic
sentences that enjoin the use of khadira wood—one for the purpose of the ritual act (kratvartha),
and the other for obtaining an end beneficial to the human agent (purusartha). Sridhara analogizes
the work of the khadira to that of God’s name. In one instance, it supports activities such as austerity
and sacrifice, but in another context, it can remove all sins.

%7 See Francis X. Clooney, “Devatadhikarana: A Theological Debate in the Mimarhsa-Vedanta
Tradition,” Journal of Indian Philosophy 16.3 (1988): 277-298. Cf. Halbfass, “Human Reason and
Vedic Revelation in Advaita Vedanta,” 150.

8 Bhavarthabodhini, 282: ayam bhavah—karmangatvépi harinamnah  khadiratvadivat
sarityogaprthaktvéna sarvaprayascittarthatvam yuktam éva. tatha hi— ‘avasenapi yannamni kirtite
sarvapatakaih pumanvimucyateésadyah simhatrastair mrgairiva”ityadibhih puranair tavat sahasraso
namnah svatantryam avagamyaté. na caité arthavada iti sankaniyam, vidhisésatvabhavat. na ca
vidhyasravanad anyasésata kalpaniya yada “agneéyostakapalo bhavati” ityadivad apraptarthatvéena
vidhikalpanopapatteh. mantrésu ca “marta amartyasya te bhiri nama manamahe. vipraso
jatavedasah,” “Gsya jananto nama cidviviktana” ityadisu namnas tapodanadisarvadharmadhikyam
avagamyate. upapaditam ca mantrarthavadanam api svarthe pramanyarm dévatadhikarane. tasmac
chrinarayananamabhasamatréenaiva sarvaghaniskrtar syad iti.
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The second chapter of the Kaumudi is dedicated to refuting the idea that
the practice of reciting God’s name is effective only as an auxiliary to other
ritual acts, particularly expiation.” Sridhara’s argument here looks like
Laksmidharasin a nutshell: There are sentences in the purana that tell us that
uttering God’s name removes all sins. They are not arthavadas because there
are no vidhis present to which they could be subordinated. Although they
are in the indicative mood, they possess the power of injunction. The same
is true of many indicative sentences in the Veda which have been interpreted
as injunctions. There are also Vedic mantras that extol the power of God’s
name, and according to Védanta discourse, mantras and arthavadas are just
as instructive as vidhis. Therefore, utterances of the purana function effec-
tively like Vedic commands. This is an argument admirable for its brevity
and self-assurance, but it does not engage thoroughly with Mimarhsa’s op-
position to the purana’s independent authority. Nor does it deal with the
problem of weighing the language of the purana against that of smyti, given
that the methods of expiation they prescribe are incommensurate. Even in
the few instances where Sridhara does bring up this conflict, he softens the
Bhagavata’s critique of smyti.’? Furthermore, at the beginning of his com-
mentary on the Visnu Purana, he sticks with the traditional explanation that
the puranas are authoritative and purposeful because, like smrti, they are the
recorded memories of their human authors and they are based on the Veda
“like the breath of God” (isvaranisvasitasvarupatvena).”!

Laksmidhara, however, paints the dharmasastra tradition, encapsulated
here by the term smyti, as inimical to that of the Bhagavata. In the third chapter
of the Kaumudi, he offers two possibilities when it comes to negotiating the
disparity between practices of expiation in the purana and the smrti. One is
vyavastha, “differential situation,” and the other vikalpa, or “option theory”
These terms were first used in Mimarsa to resolve conflicts between ritual

69 On the parallels with Sridhara’s response to the concept of sarvakarmasadgunya, see Kaumudi,
33,48.

70 Bhagavata 6.3.24, for example, says that “great men” are usually confused by maya and do not
know the dharma of the Bhagavata. Echoing Bhagavad Gita 2.42, it criticizes them for being dulled
by the sweet, flowery language of the Vedas, and for engaging in massive sacrificial rites. Sridhara
interprets the subject to be great authors of dharmasastra, who prescribe difficult expiations like
doctors prescribe bitter herbs. To say that their minds have been “dulled” by the Vedas really means
that they are “absorbed” in them. That is why they engage in super-extensive rituals and not minor
ones. For everyday people have faith in great big mantras but not in short ones. Therefore, says
Sridhara, the smyti writers did not actually mean that there was no scope for accepting the bhagavata
dharma. See Bhavarthabodhini, 286.

Y Visnupurana with Sanskrit Commentary of Sridharacharya, vol. 1, ed. Thanesh Chandra Upreti
(Delhi: Parimal Publications, 1986), 1.
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injunctions and were later adopted by authors of dharmasastra.”* According
to the principle of vyavastha, the alternatives opened up by a conflict be-
tween injunctions are restricted to defined groups of people. In the Kaumudi,
an opponent invokes this principle to say that in the matter of choosing be-
tween either singing God’s name or performing normative practices of ex-
piation, the people involved must be differentially qualified. Only those
who sing with “faith” (sraddha), among other qualities, can achieve its re-
sult. Others, however, must undertake expiations prescribed by smrti.”?
Laksmidhara, on the other hand, supports the vikalpa, which permits the
practitioner an open option between injunctions that are of equal authority.
Since the purana and the smyti are on equal footing, one may choose freely
between them. Laksmidhara sardonically assures his worried opponent that
there is still a place for smyti at the end of the day. He analogizes the choice
in question to that of choosing between types of medication from a doctor—
some are easy to swallow, and others are painful. Some people, he says, are
inherently averse to the “easier” medication, so they are given a different one.
Since people are generally divorced from God, their hearts engulfed with
bad habits that are difficult to resist, they are given other, more complicated
methods of expiation.”*

In the middle of this debate, Laksmidhara offers a fascinating and radi-
cally new claim about how one should think about the purana. No longer is it
sufficient to treat the purana and smrti as distinct genres on the same playing
field, just to avoid conflict between them:

We may comfortably say that no scriptural citation conflicts with any other
one. It is only in order to settle the minds of eligible agents of middling faith
that we have imagined this path of non-contradiction. But there is another,
far truer way of thinking, which runs as follows: In matters of contradiction
between smyrti and purana, none of these methods of differentiation really
enters into it. For there does exist a hierarchy of authority between them.
Smytis, of course, are the utterances of great sages, composed in different

72 Patrick Olivelle, The Asrama System: The History and Hermeneutics of a Religious Institution
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), 134-136. On the changing nature of the division of
scholastic labor between Mimarhsakas and dharmasastris from classical to early modern India,
see Lawrence McCrea, “Hindu Jurisprudence and Scriptural Hermeneutics,” in Hinduism
and Law: An Introduction, ed. Timothy Lubin, Donald R. Davis Jr., and Jayanth K. Krishnan
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 123-137.

73 Kaumudi, 70-74.

74 Kaumudi, 130.
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words, based on their understanding of the Veda. But puranas are nothing
but Vedas.”

In this crucial passage, Laksmidhara goes further than his predecessors in
evaluating the place of purana in the hierarchy of Sanskrit scripture. Not
only does purana supplant smyti, but it does so because purana is Veda. As
we have said before, the Bhagavata accords itself Vedic status in order to
represent itself as the revelation of Krsna in turn identified with the Vedic
revelation.”® Laksmidhara goes on to provide a defense of this equation on
etymological and linguistic terms:

As it says in the Manava Dharmasastra and the Mahabharata (1.12.4ab),
“One should corroborate the Veda with itihasapurana” There is also the
etymology “X is ‘purana’ because it ‘fills out’ [piiranat]” You cannot “fill
out” the Veda with something that is other-than-Veda [avédéna]. For in-
stance, you can’t complete an unfinished golden bracelet with tin. You
may object: “If the word “Veda’ includes both itihdsa and purana, then
we must find something else for ‘purana’ (in the verse) to signify. And if
it doesn’t, then there cannot be complete identification between Veda and
itthasapurana” We would reply that insofar as (the purana is) a cluster of
words of non-personal origin which presents a particular unified meaning,
it is no different from Veda. Nevertheless, we indicate their difference on

account of interruptions in pitch accent.””

According to the opponent, interpreting the Mahabharata verse cited by
Laksmidhara involves a possible contradiction. The analogy of filling in
gold with gold would imply that the purana is not separate from the Veda.
But if the puranas are included in the meaning of the word “Veda,” there
would be no reason for the text to mention them separately. The verse should

75 Kaumudi, 91, emphasis added: na kénacit kimcid virudhyata iti sarvam sustham. évam
madhyamasraddhanam adhikarinam manamsi samadhatum utpreksaté panthanam avirodhasya.
anya éva punah panthah paramarthikah, tatha hi smrtipuranavirodhé vyavasthadayo naiva
nivisante, visamarm hi pramanyam anayoh, vedad avagatérthé padantarair upanibaddhani
mahaysivakyani khalu smrtayah, puranani punar veda éva.

76 Holdrege, “From Purana-Veda to Karsna-Veda,” 56.

77 Kaumudi, 91: srimahabharaté manaviye ca— “itihasapuranabhyam vedam samupabrmhayet”
itivacanat, purandt puranam iti vyutpattes ca, na ca atra avédena vedasya bymhanam sambhavati, na
hy aparipirnasya kanakavalayasya trapuna puranam sambhavati. nanu yadi vedasabdah puranam
itihasam ca upadatté tarhi puranam anyad éva anveésaniyam; yadi tu na, na tarhi itihasapuranayor
abhedo vedena? ucyate—visistaikarthapratipadakasya padakadambakasya apauruséyatvad

abhédé’pi svarakramabheédad bhedanirdeso'py upapadyate.
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simply say, “One should corroborate the Veda with the Veda” Laksmidhara
responds that there is a kind of internal differentiation—namely, the lack of
fixed sequence of intonation—which accounts for the difference in termi-
nology. The pitch-accented portion of the Veda must be supplemented by the
non-tonally regulated purana. This is not a historicist claim about the shift
from Vedic to classical Sanskrit. Purdna is nothing but Veda, unauthored and
eternal, but it is articulated in slightly different, unaccented words. As such
it can be mentioned separately, even if the referent of both Veda and purana
is the same.”® The playful connection between purana, “ancient lore,” and
purana, “filling out,” allows Laksmidhara to reuse an old concept to describe
the function of the genre: corroboration or augmentation (upabrrhana). In
the eleventh century, the Srivaisnava theologian Ramanuja used the concept
of upabrmhana to bolster the authority of the Visnu Purana. Not only did he
use the Visnu Purana to support his readings of canonical texts of Vedanta;
he also read theological concepts from the purana into those texts.”” For
Ramanuja, however, the authority of the puranas was predicated on their
divine authorship, not their Vedic status. He privileged the Visnu Purana be-
cause it was composed by the creator-god Brahma in his most lucid state and
because it was accepted most widely by educated people.®’ The Kaumudi,
however, does away with the gap between Veda and purana entirely, saying
that one cannot “fill out” or “augment” the Veda with anything that is not
Veda. If there is any conflict between Veda and purana, says Laksmidhara,
the latter loses out only because it happens to come later in the order of rec-
itation, where the content could differ; when it comes to smyrti, however, the
purana is always preferable.®!

Rather shocked by this wholesale overturning of scriptural hierarchy,
Laksmidhara’s opponent follows the argument to its logical extent. Does
Laksmidhara really mean to say that the purana completely supersedes

78 The commentator Anantadéva notes that the mention of “particular but unified meaning” ap-
peals to the principle of “the Brahmin and the mendicants” (brahmanaparivrajakanyaya). In a sen-
tence like “The Brahmins should be fed as should the mendicants,” the separate mention of the latter,
who are really included in the former term, merely emphasizes their position as the special part of
the general body. Similarly, the separate mention of purana from Veda simply shows that it is a part of
the general corpus, differentiated by accent. For an interpretation of this difficult passage as quoted
(silently) by Jiva Gosvami, see David Buchta, “Defining Categories in Hindu Literature: The Puranas
as Sruti in Baladeva Vidyabhisana and Jiva Gosvami;” Journal of Vaishnava Studies 15.1 (2006): 92.

79 Sucharita Adluri, Textual Authority in Classical Indian Thought: Ramanuja and the Visnu
Purana (New York: Routledge, 2015).

80 Sucharita Adluri, “Defining Sruti and Smrti in Ramanuja’s Vedanta, Journal of Vaishnava
Studies 15.1 (2006): 207-211.

81 Kaumudi, 92.
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smyrti? He might as well say that there is no place for the smyti at all.® In his
response, Laksmidhara doubles down and says, Why stop there? The purana
has everything you need:

Objection: In that case, wouldn’t these statements of the purana, having
cast off all fetters (i.e., all limits on their textual authority), each
communicating their own subject as they desire, render the smytis empty
of meaning entirely, insofar as the latter find themselves stripped of the
barest opportunity?

Reply: That’s just fine! How could anyone deny the directness of the puranas
and introduce the concept of differential situation? After all, as (§iva says
to Parvati) in the Naradiya Purana (2.24.17): “My pretty-faced beloved,
I consider the content of the puranas to be greater than the content of the
Vedas! Dear goddess, the Veda is established within the purana. There is
no doubt on this matter” . .. The Skanda Purana (untraced) says some-
thing similar: “Sruti and smyti are the two eyes, the purana is considered
the heart. Without sruti and smyti, one is blind, and would be one-eyed
without one or the other. But it is better to be one-eyed or blind than

without one’s heart—that is, without the purana’3

The claim seems tautological: the puranas are Veda because they tell us that
they are (through the voice of Siva). But it makes sense given the Mimarnsa
background to the argument. Once again there are traces of Saiva dis-
course, buried in the more ecumenical and all-encompassing language of
the puranas. Saivas were infamous for ranking their Agamas above the Veda.
Perhaps Laksmidhara was channeling that sense of superiority through
the purana. If purana is Veda, then its statements are self-validating, and
we can interpret them just like we would Vedic statements. For example,
Laksmidhara uses a famous Mimarsa analogy to explicate a verse from
the Visnu Purana (2.6.40) that supports the overall thesis that singing God’s

82 For comparable readings of Brahma Siitra 2.1.3, which bears on the problem of conflict between
smyrti and other sources of knowledge, see David Buchta, “Baladéva Vidyabhusana and the Vedantic
Refutation of Yoga,” Journal of Vaishnava 14.1 (2005): 181-208.

85 Kaumudi, 92-93: évam samullarighitasakalasyrnkhalésu yathasvam éva svari svam artham
abhidadhaneésu puranavacanésu mandag api kvacid ékam avakasam alabhamananam smytindam
yadi nama visayasarvasvapaharah prasajyeta. prasajyatam nama, katham nu purananam anjasyam
upamydya vyavasthapanaprastavah. uktam hi naradiye— “vedarthad adhikam manye puranartham
varanane. védah pratisthito devi purané natra samsayah.” . . . skandé ca— “Srutismrti hi nétrée dve
puranam hrdayam smrtam. Srutismrtibhyam hinondhah kanah syad ekaya vina. puranahinad
hrechinyat kanandhav api tau varau.”
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name is all-purifying: “There is only one form of expiation for the affliction
that attaches to a person when he has committed a sin: simply remember
God’s name.”®* Laksmidhara argues that just like in Vedic injunctions, this
statement does not describe the prerequisite for the eligible agent of a ritual
action but rather the result of that action:

For one afflicted by a particular thing, benefit lies in the removal of that
thing. In this instance, to say that singing is the means to benefit one
afflicted by sin is effectively to say that it is a means to removing sin. The
word “simply” is a synonym for “exclusively” The idea is that singing is
a self-sufficient means. The word “one” means “once,” and the word “re-
member” restates the initial act prescribed by the injunction, since it brings
to mind every iteration of the act of singing God’s name. It has as its result
an instigation in the form “This all checks out” (In commands like “one de-
sirous of heaven should perform a sacrifice”) the term “desirous of heaven”
describes not a person, but the particular desired object, heaven, which is
first required by the injunction defined by that object. Only in a second-
order sense does the term “desirous of heaven” signify the actual eligible
ritual participant. This is the conclusion of those who understand the heart
of Mimarnsa.®

In this passage, Laksmidhara argues that the ability to sing God’s name to re-
move sins does not rest on the agent. He does not have to be afflicted, or desire
release from that affliction, in order for singing God’s name to work. It just so
happens that the act of singing does that already. Just as the Vedic injunction
to perform a sacrifice to attain heaven does not depend on the agent’s desire
to attain heaven, the statement in the purdna that “singing”—here recalled
to the mind by the mention of “remembering” God’s name—is enough to
wipe away one’s sins does not depend on any qualification on the part of the
singer. The statement he cites here is not an injunction per se, but by offering

84 krte papé‘nutapa vai yasya pumsah prajayate

prayascittam tu tasyaikam harisamsmaranar param.

85 Kaumudi, 110: y6 hi yasmad anutaptas tasya tannivrttir éva hitam tata$ ca papad
anutaptasya kirtanam hitasadhanam ityukté papaksayasadhanam ityuktam bhavati, parasabdas
ca kévalasabdaparyayah, kirtanam éva puskalam sadhanam ityarthah. ékam api sakrd iti ca
harikirtanasya sarvasyaiva smarakatvat samsmaranam ityanuvadah, sa ca prarocanaphalah;
samicinam hy etad iti, svargakamadipadam api samihitalaksanasya vidheéh prathamapeksit-
asamihitavisésanasamarpanaparam éva na purusaparam, arthatas tu svargakamodhikariti
mimamsahydayavedinam nirnayah.
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an “instigation” (prarocana), it functions as an arthavada that recalls pre-
vious injunctions in the purana itself to sing God’s name. The point of this
granular analysis is to show that in Laksmidhara’s view, every sentence in the
purana can be treated through the interpretive lens of Mimarsa as if it were
the language of the Veda—because it is.

The majority of the Kaumudi turns on just such increasingly fine points
in Mimarsa. For the purana as a genre to be officially reckoned among the
canon of Sanskrit scripture would have required engaging with the norms of
the preeminent discourse on the topic.®® The Kaumudi represents a shift in
the way intellectuals trained in Mimarsa perceived the Bhagavata Purana,
not merely as a supplementary source, but as an independently authoritative
scripture. However, hardly anyone in the Mimamsa camp paid attention to
the Kaumudi’s arguments. Instead, it was those immersed in the world of
Vedanta who picked up on its ideas. This is not surprising given the author’s
affinity for Védantic hermeneutical principles and composition of Advaita
works. Yet the Kaumudi’s Védantic affiliations were not especially straight-
forward. In order to assess how this text was received by diverse communities
in later centuries, we must understand its relationship with the classical tra-
dition of Advaita Védanta.

Vedanta in the Moonlight

Both Laksmidhara in Kerala and Sridhara Svami in Orissa belonged to a
class of Vedantins who sought to reenvision their relationship with classical
Advaita Védanta. Beginning with Anandagiri and Anubhtisvaripacarya in
the thirteenth century, Advaita Védantins in Orissa embarked on a project of
canonizing Sankara’s works while distancing themselves from the competing
Advaita of Mandana Misra. In Kerala, as we saw in the previous chapter,
writers like Piirnasarasvati combined Saiva nondualism and Vaisnava bhakti
to produce a distinctive local configuration of Advaita that traced itself to

86 Annabel Brett’s comments on the strategies authors must use in order to make intellectual
interventions are germane: “Any prospective agent is limited not only in what he or she can conceive,
but also in what he or she can legitimate or justify, by the shared horizons of expectation implicit
in a particular language. Because of the link between public discourse and public action, an agent
proposing an innovative course of action would necessarily also need to engage in one of several pos-
sible linguistic strategies (the most common of which is attempting to redescribe the proposed action
within the normative terminology of the prevailing discourse).” Annabel Brett, “What Is Intellectual
History Now?,” in What Is History Now?, ed. David Cannadine (London: Palgrave Macmillan,
2002), 119.
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the historical Sankara. The links between these two regions and trends may
be closer than previously understood. For example, the brand of Advaitic
theism that characterized Sridhara’s Bhagavata commentary may have been
transported from South India by one Madhavéndra Puri, a “Sankarite monk”
who was “connected with a whole stream of religious attitudes within ad-
vaita”¥” Locating the Bhagavata Purana at the center of this stream puts us in
a better position to understand this form of Advaita Vedanta, both connected
to its classical heritage and departing from it in identifiable ways.

Despite his own composition of the Advaitamakaranda and his thoroughly
Advaitic reading of the Bhagavata in the Amyrtatarangini, Laksmidhara
inhabited the Advaita world at an oblique angle. For example, in the third
chapter of the Kaumudi, an interlocutor suggests that all the author’s talk
about “remembering” the name of God actually stands in for something
more important: the realization of the nondual Atman. One should interpret
references to a personal god and devotional practice in a language appro-
priate to Advaita Védanta:

Objection: Well who wouldn’t say that “remembering Krsna” can remove all
sins, from the most heinous to the miscellaneous? After all, that is nothing
but knowledge of Brahman. You see, there are two possible analyses of
the word “Krsna”™: a) the one who ploughs up [krsati], that is, tears up or
splits apart the forest of sarisara, or b) the one who drags [karsati], that
is, attracts or brings under control the ignorance of Atman. Krsna is the
supreme Atman, in other words, existence-and-joy. . . . To remember, or
rather, to repeatedly think about that perfect being of joy, who is the Atman
of everyone, is in fact meditation [nididhydsana]. That means either re-
peated concentration on a similar thought or the removal of heteroge-
neous thoughts. Meditation serves as an auxiliary to achieving the result
of “hearing” the Upanisads [sravana], which results in the direct under-
standing of the Atman. Just like meditation removes the doubt that the
Atman is what the Upanisads say it is, it also becomes a means to that un-
derstanding by destroying the sins that prevent it.%

87 Hardy, “Madhavendra Puri, 37.

88 Kaumudi, 62-63: nanu ké nama na brité krsnanusmaranam mahapatakadiprakirnanta-
sarvaghasamharanam iti, sa hi brahmavidya, tatha hi krsati vilikhati vidarayati sarmsaratavim
iti va karsati akarsati atmasatkaroti va‘jnanam iti va krsnah paramatma sadanandaripo
va ... tasman niravadyasya sarvesam atmabhitasya sadanandasyanusmaranarm punah punas
cintanar sajatiyapratyayavrttilaksanam vijatiyapratyayanirodhalaksanam va nididhyasanam
ihopadiyate tasya catmasatattvasaksatkarakaranabhiitam Sravanam prati phalopakaryangabhiitas-
yasambhavananirasavat tatpratibandhakapatakapradhvarmso’pi dvarakaryam bhavaty éva.
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From the vantage point of classical Advaita, this sort of interpretation would
have seemed quite sensible. The opponent invokes the common Védantic triad
of sravana, manana, and nididhyasana, or hearing, reflection, and meditation,
a kind of program of scriptural study that culminates in self-knowledge. He
provides the specific gloss on that program introduced by Prakasatman in the
tenth century. While hearing the words of the Upanisads leads directly to lib-
eration, reflection and meditation serve as auxiliaries to that end by removing
doubts about and reentrenching the truth of the Atman. He offers an Advaitic
etymology for the name “Krsna” so that it refers simply to the Atman. Given that
Laksmidhara introduced this conversation by accusing “some people” (kécit)
of wanting to differentially situate the language of purana and the authority of
smyrti, we might speculate that this sort of reading of the Bhagavata Purana was
prevalent in the milieu into which he made his intervention. His response is
quite unambiguous and employs the exuberant language we have become ac-
customed to from Kerala's religious intellectuals:

Reply: This line of reasoning is unbecoming. First of all, the word “Krsna”
conventionally refers to that Brahman whose skin is dark as the Tamala
tree and who suckled at Ya$oda’s breast. As the maxim goes, the conven-
tional trumps the etymological. Even if it were derivable, the word still
refers in every way to that crest-jewel among cowherds, whose infinite
joy [anantananda] sparkles through his own uninterrupted greatness,
having completely cast aside the fog (of ignorance). He spread the joy of
liberation without inhibition: to the infatuated women of the village, who
transgressed every (moral) boundary while seized by the influence of the
great planet of irresistible passion; to enemies like Patana, whose senses
were unrestrained and out of control, possessed by extremely volatile fury;
to the birds, animals, snakes, and trees along the Yamuna river, whose minds
were oriented mostly outward; and down to the trees, bushes, creepers, and
herbs of Vrndavana, whose senses were wrapped in the dense veils of delu-
sion. All the etymologies you provide refer to him, not Brahman without
attributes, since it is the most common referent of the word and the one that
most immediately comes to mind.®’

8 Kaumudi, 64: idam asundaram, krsnasabdasya tamalasyamalatvisi yasodastanandhayé
brahmani ridhatvad, ridhir yogam apaharatiti nyayat. yaugikatve va durvaramadanamahagraha-
grhitataya samullanghitasakalasetiunam gokulakamininam, ativisamarosavesavivasavisynkhalasak-
alakaranavrttinam pitanaprabhrtinam aratinam, atyantaparacinacetasam yamunavanapasupaks-
isarisypanam, atibahalamohapatalipinaddhasarvendriyanam vrndavanatarugulmalatavirudham
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According to Laksmidhara, “Krsna” is not merely a placeholder for the
attributeless Brahman. It refers to a visually enchanting, embodied god,
responsible for the famous deeds narrated in the Bhagavata. The proper
identification is not with the ineffable Brahman but with the immediately
present guru; Laksmidhara sneaks in the name of his teacher, Anantananda,
in the description of Krsna. Unlike the Brahman of classical Advaita, which
is exclusively realized through the words of the Upanisads, accompanied by
Vedantic methods of reflection and meditation, Krsna makes himself avail-
able to everyone irrespective of how learned they are. In fact, the crazier the
better. Each recipient of liberation in this passage is more and more out of
their mind. The women of the village Gokul cast off every social norm to be
in Krsna’s presence; the demons who tried to kill the baby were possessed by
rage; birds and snakes only look out for their next meal; and trees and bushes
are barely sentient. The nature of liberation is the same as in nondualist
realization—that is, pure joy—but it is accessible to a wider, much less intel-
lectually sophisticated range of beings.

That this controversy about liberation takes place within and not outside
the realm of Advaita Védanta is made apparent later in the third chapter.
Here, an opponent challenges Laksmidhara to explain how the act of singing,
being an activity, can lead to liberation. As all students of Vedanta know, it is
knowledge, jfiana, and not action, karma, that leads to liberation:

Objection: Surely singing is an activity, and activities cannot result in libera-
tion. Great teachers have explained through the reasoning of sruti, smyti,
itihasapurana, and agama, that knowledge is the sole means to liberation.

Reply: Only as a means to knowledge is singing a means to liberation. It’s the
same reason that meditation [samadhi] is enjoined in order to produce an
effect. Meditation is not a means to liberation but a means to knowledge,
and not directly, like “hearing,” but by eradicating oppositional thinking.
The same goes for singing.”

api muktisukham anivaritam vitarato nityanirastaniharataya nirantarasvamahimasamullasadan-
antanandasya gopalasiromaneh sarvaprakaropi yogosyaiveti tasyaiveha grahanarm na nirgunasya
brahmanah prayogapracuryat tatraiva prathamatarapratiter udayat.

0 Kaumudi, 120: nanu kirtanam kriyd, na ca kriyasadhano moksah, tasya Srutismrtitihdasap-
uranagamayuktibhir jiianaikopayatvéendcaryair avadhdritatvad jaanasadhanatvam éva tasya
moksasadhanatvam, ata éva samadhéh karyé vidhanam, na hi samadhir api moksasadhanam, kim
tarhi? jiianasadhanam éva, tad api na saksat sravanavad, api tu pratibandhanirasadvaréna, évam
kirtanam api.
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In the Védantic triad of sravana, manana, and nididhyasana, only the first,
hearing the words of the Upanisads, is supposed to lead directly to libera-
tion. This is because the object of that liberating knowledge, Brahman, is
not an object, but is the self, the Atman. It cannot be achieved or attained
by some activity; it is not “out there” for one to get. It can only be known.
Hearing the Upanisads say that you are Brahman should be enough to make
you realize that you are Brahman. Because that patently does not happen,
early Advaitins interpreted manana and nididhyasana (here called samadhi)
as auxiliary disciplines that help effect the result of sravana. They do so by
removing the things that prevent knowledge from arising. For Laksmidhara,
singing is like the act of meditation. The obstruction removed by medita-
tion is contradictory thinking, whereas the obstruction removed by singing
is one’s sins.

Singing, then, is enjoined not as a direct means to liberation but as a
means to knowledge, which leads to liberation. Despite his riveting expo-
sition of an intimately personal God and his commitment to everyday
devotion, Laksmidhara explains how singing the name of God is an inde-
pendent but intermediary step in a complex teleology of spiritual practice
that he attributes to the Bhagavata itself: singing removes sins and lays the
groundwork for one to develop bhakti for God, leading to a superabundance
of purity and the direct experience of the truth.”® However, while singing
may prepare some people to receive the liberating knowledge of Védanta, it
makes others receptive to God’s grace:

Now say that one who has heard the teaching of the Upanisads, on account
of some obstruction, finds that access to knowledge of reality has been
closed, as it were. For such a person, bhakti for God opens up that knowl-
edge by removing the obstruction in the fashion described above. However,
if someone has not heard the doctrine of Védanta at all, he may repeat ad
infinitum the names of Lord Nrsirhha, alias the great Visnu, the sole con-
troller of the universe, the great ocean of uninhibited compassion, reclining
upon the ocean of ambrosia that is Prahlada’s heart. When he leaves his
body, the Lord himself will repeat for him the knowledge of the Atman that

will save him from sanisara.®?

! Kaumudi, 120-121.

92 Kaumudi, 121: tatra SrutiSirahsiddhantam yasya Srutavatd’pi  kutascit pratibandhat
tattvajiianam utpannam api nimilitam iva tasya bhagavadbhaktir uktaya ritya pratibandham
nirudhya tattvajiianam unmilayati. yah punar asrutavedantasiddhanta éva jagadékaniyantur nir-
yantranadaya‘mytamahdrnavasya  mahavisnoh  prahladahydayasudhasaritpatiparyankasayin-

$20Z J8quBA0N $Z Uuo 1s8nb AQ gy68G/500q/woo dnoolwspese//:sdiy wol) papeojumoq



118 LOVE IN THE TIME OF SCHOLARSHIP

Laksmidhara does not essentially disagree with the Advaita Védanta prin-
ciple that knowledge of Atman is the source of liberation, and that liberation
is the ultimate goal of human life. For people eligible for such knowledge, that
is, members of the three upper castes educated in Vedic recitation, singing
the name of God supplements their study. There is, however, an alternative
route to liberation apart from the exegetical reading of the Upanisads. For
people unacquainted with the theoretical apparatus of Védanta, singing the
name is sufficient to prompt God himself to provide liberating knowledge.
Importantly, this happens at the moment of leaving the body and not be-
fore. This specifies that the individual experiences vidéha-mukti, liberation
upon death, perhaps echoing the story of Ajamila from before. After all, it is
still knowledge of Atman that provides liberation. God simply repeats the
preexisting truth of the Veda. And it is not just any god mentioned here, but
Nrsirmha, the half-man, half-lion incarnation of Visnu. As I mentioned pre-
viously, Nrsihha was central to the religious worlds of both Sridhara and
Laksmidhara. The legend of Prahlada, repeated in such narratives as the
Bhagavata and Narasiriha Purana, engendered devotion to the divine name
of Visnu.”® Prahlada was an important figure in the Bhagavata. The philo-
sophical teachings that accompanied his story were nondualist yet not iden-
tical with the classical Advaita tradition.”* As such, the figure of Nrsirhha
leads us to the “greater” Advaita tradition, or Advaita Védanta as it falls out-
side the received canon of Sanskrit philosophical works.”> For example,
Laksmidhara follows by explaining a quote from the late Nrsimhatapaniya
Upanisad, which could be considered a text of “greater” Védanta, as proof
of his claim that praise of God ultimately results in the revelation of self-
knowledge, for when God is pleased by that praise, he himself bestows
knowledge. Laksmidhara follows with an etymologically creative reading
of a mantra from the Rg Veda (1.156.3) which prefigures the claim that
singing the name of Visnu eventually results in the realization of Brahman.”

ah Srinysimhasya namani nirantaram avartayati, tasya bhagavan svayam éva déhavasanasamayé
samsaratarakam atmajiianam anugrnati.

3 Gerhard Oberhammer, “Review: Prahlada: Werden und Wandlungen einer Idealgestalt, Oriens
17 (1964): 269.

4 Friedhelm Hardy, Viraha-Bhakti: The Early History of Krsna Devotion in South India
(Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1983), 538.

%5 Michael Allen, “Greater Advaita Vedanta: The Case of Sundardas,” Journal of Indian Philosophy
48.1 (2020): 49-78.

9 Kaumudi, 124. Perhaps not coincidentally, Sridhara cites Rg Veda 1.156.3 in his commentary on
Bhagavata 6.2.8, quoted above.
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Attempts to find Visnu as the supreme God of the Veda was a common prac-
tice in the Srivaisnava and Madhva traditions of Vedanta.”” However, no pre-
vious commentators on this particular mantra had read it this way, which
suggests that Laksmidhara’s interpretations are the product of a unique local
intellectual milieu.”®

Because the introduction of bhakti into Védanta is most commonly
attributed to the non-Advaita traditions, it is important to be clear about
the degree of difference between the Kaumudi and its predecessors in this
regard. Prior to Laksmidhara, theologians of the Srivaisnava tradition en-
gaged with texts that promoted bhakti for God’s name. In the twelfth cen-
tury, Ramanuja’s younger contemporary Parasara Bhattar wrote a Sanskrit
commentary on the Visnusahasranama, or the thousand names of Visnu.”
This text from the Anusasana Parvan of the Mahabharata became pop-
ular in many cultures of recitation across southern India. In his introduc-
tory remarks, Parasara Bhattar quotes many of the same authorities as
Laksmidhara, especially the Visnudharma and Visnu Puranas, in support of
the claim that merely uttering the name of God relieves one’s sins and leads
to liberation. In keeping with Srivaisnava tradition, he asserts that this path
of bhaktiis open to members of all castes and stages oflife. Calling out to God
is like calling out to one’s mother; no matter one’s situation, their compas-
sion and friendship override all. None of these claims should be considered
arthavada, since they express no exaggeration.!%

So far it seems that Parasara Bhattar has anticipated Laksmidhara, but the
differences should give us pause. First, although he quotes several puranas in
his commentary, he explicitly ranks the itihdsa over the purana as a source
of authority.!®! Second, he breezes past Mimarhsa objections, and even
says that although we should not consider them exaggerations, arthavadas
are sufficient authorities in their own right, so long as they do not conflict
with a stronger authority.!%? Third, in contrast to Laksmidhara’s relative

7 Valerie Stoker, “Vedic Language and Vaisnava Theology: Madhva’s Use of Nirukta in his
Rgbhasya,” Journal of Indian Philosophy 35.2 (2007): 169-199.

% For Sayanas reading, see Max Miiller, ed., Rig-Veda-Sanhita with the Commentary of
Sayanacharya, vol, 2 (London: W. H. Allen & Co., 1854), 200. For Madhva, see Rgbhasyam, ed. K. T.
Pandurangi (Bangalore: Dvaita Vedanta Studies and Research Foundation, 1999).

% Vasudha Narayanan, “Singing the Glory of the Divine Name: Parasara Bhattar’s Commentary
on the Visnu Sahasranama,” Journal of Vaishnava Studies 2.2 (1994): 85-98.

100 Sri Visnusahasranama with the Bhashya of Sri Parasara Bhattar, trans. A. Srinivasa Raghavan
(Madras: Sri Visishtadvaita Pracharini Sabha, 1983), 47-59.

101 Syi Visnusahasranama, 4, 8.

102 Sri Visnusahasranama, 58.
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ecumenicism, Parasara Bhattar is emphatic that Visnu alone, not Brahma or
Siva, is the god spoken of by every scripture.!® Finally, though he lists the
“cowherd women” (vallavi) among the everyday people who were renowned
fortheir devotion to God, he prefers to focus on figures from the Mahabharata
and the Ramayana rather than the puranas. In fact the Bhagavata Purana
hardly features in Srivaisnava writing, and when it does, its reputation is
often negative. When Veédanta Désika wrote his Rahasyatrayasara in the
thirteenth century, for example, he placed significant limits on the power of
God’s name to purify one’s sins. This was part of his broader argument that
bhakti does not fundamentally overturn caste prerogatives. After quoting a
series of verses from the Bhagavata (6.2.14, 6.3.24) that praise the liberating
power of God’s name, Désika warns that uttering God’s name works only if
the person has no hatred for God. Verses like Bhagavata 7.1.32, which say
that people can be redeemed whatever their relationship to God, be it lust
in the case of the gopis, fear in the case of Karhsa, or hatred in the case of
Sisupala and others, actually mean that such people had positive associations
with God in previous lives.!0*

It is certainly possible that the Srivaisnavas, or the broader Pancaratra tra-
dition, influenced the concerns of the Kaumudi. For example, on occasion
Laksmidhara mentions the astaksarabrahmavidya,'® which probably refers
to the eight-syllable mantra 61 namé narayanaya, revered by Srivaisnavas as
the mulamantra.'°® He also gives a place of privilege to the Vaisnava Agamas
which prescribe the kinds of activities that make the mind conducive to
bhakti.'"” In places, Laksmidhara may have even paraphrased the commen-
tary on the Visnu Purana by the twelfth-century Srivaisnava Visnucitta.108
But Laksmidhara was also drawing from multiple sources: both Saiva and

103 Sri Visnusahasranama, 75-76.

104 Srimad Vedanta Desika’s Srimad Rahasya Trayasara with Sara Vistara (Commentary)
by Uttamur T. Viraraghavacarya (Madras: Upayavétanta Krantamalai, 1980), 803-
805; Srimad Rahasyatrayasara of Sri Vedanta Desika, trans. M. R. Rajagopala Ayyangar
(Kumbakonam:  Agnihothram  Ramanuja  Thathachariar, 1956), 340-341;  Srimad
Rahasyatrayasaram of Sri Vedanta Desika, trans. N. Raghunathan (Madras: The Samskrta Academy,
2018), 623-626.

105 Kaumudi, 87,112.

196 The twenty-seventh chapter of the Rahasyatrayasara deals with the etymology of this mantra.

107 Kaumudi, 79.

108 1 aksmidhara’s comments about the “easiness” of singing God’s name versus the “difficulty”
of smarta practices of expiation may have been influenced by Visnucitta’s commentary on Visnu
Purana 2.6.45. Both Visnucitta and Sridhara, however, differentially situate the purana and smrti,
setting aside those more difficult practices for those who do not have faith in God. Laksmidhara, as
we saw earlier, rejects the notion of differential qualification. See Srl’vi;nupurdnam Srivisnucittiyakh-
yaya vyakhyaya samétam, ed. Annangaracarya (Kaficipuram: Granthamala Karyalaya, 1972), 135.
Cf. Visnupurana with Sanskrit Commentary of Sridharacharya, 220.
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Vaisnava puranas and dgamas, late Upanisads like the Nrsimhatapaniya, and
works of classical Advaita like Surésvara’s Naiskarmyasiddhi. This pluralism
is the hallmark of the greater Advaita tradition and what makes the Kaumudi
so difficult to pin down in the historiographical categories of Indian philos-
ophy and religion. It may have been the location of the Kaumud? at these
multiple intersections that influenced its reception by three diverse groups
of people in early modern India.

The Sacred Name, North and South

Some of the earliest readers of Laksmidhara’s Kaumudi were followers of
the charismatic preacher Caitanya Mahaprabhu. Based on their origins in
the Northeast of India, they came to be known as the Gaudiya Vaisnavas,
although some of the most famous acolytes, the Gosvamis, would move to
Brindavan, in north-central India, in the early sixteenth century. Singing
the name of God was Caitanya’s favorite activity. His followers drew inspi-
ration both from the teacher’s example and from the poetry and tales of
the Bhagavata Purana, which they made the centerpiece of their theolog-
ical endeavors. In the process, they sought to distance themselves from the
specter of Advaita Védanta that followed the Bhagavata. In their view, the
theory of nondualism left no room for the personal experience of a visually
entrancing God. When Advaitins claimed that there was no essential differ-
ence between the individual and God, and that the everyday world was an
illusion, they were in fact wrapped up in their own delusions of grandeur.
However much it may have unnerved later Gaudiya hagiographers, the
positive presence of Advaita Védanta in the tradition is well known, since
Caitanya had been formally initiated into the Dasanami monastic order of
Advaita ascetics.!” The narrative tradition stresses that Caitanya argued
with Advaitins, both at home, as in the purported conversion of Vasudéva
Sarvabhauma, as well as in the Advaita stronghold of Banaras.

Krsnadasa Kavirajas Caitanyacaritamrta gives us  alternately
rueful and bullish accounts of Caitanya’s activities in that city. In
chapter 17 of the Madhya Lila, Caitanya is more or less laughed out of town
by the Advaitin Prakasananda and his goons, while in chapter 25 the famous

19 De, Early History of the Vaisnava Faith and Movement in Bengal, 15-20.
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renunciant is made to recant his ways and acknowledge Caitanya’s great-
ness.!!? Prakasananda would have been a prime candidate for anti-Advaita
polemic, given the popularity of his defense of the drstisrstivada, a radical
form of subjective idealism, in his Vedantasiddhantamuktavali around the
turn of the sixteenth century.!!! The tension between an Advaita that was
acceptable to Gaudiya Vaisnavas, in contrast with its contemporary degener-
ation and decadence, was present in narrative and philosophy alike. Writing
from Brindavan in the sixteenth century, Jiva Gosvamiattempted to construct
a solid foundation of philosophical argument and understanding for the de-
votional edifice of Caitanya’s Vaisnavism. Jiva worked creatively with the re-
sources available to him from multiple Vedanta traditions, selecting freely
from Ramanuja, Sridhara Svami, Madhva, and even Sankara, to carve out a
space for his unique philosophical theology.!!? Jiva acknowledged his debt to
Sridhara in a curious fashion in his Tattvasandarbha, the first of six books in
which he developed his reading of the Bhagavata: “Our interpretation [of the
Bhagavata], however, representing a kind of commentary, will be written in
accordance with the views of the great Vaisnava, the revered Sridhara Svami,
only insofar as they conform to pure Vaisnava teaching. His writings were
interspersed with the doctrines of Advaita, no doubt in order that he might
persuade Advaita ideologues, who nowadays pervade the central regions, to
become absorbed in the greatness of the Lord.”!!? Jiva’s rhetorical distinction
between “pure Vaisnava” and “Advaita” doctrines reveals a certain anxiety
of influence. While it is impossible to ignore Sridhara’s Advaitic affinities,
they must be reframed to fit the teleology of Gaudiya Vaisnavism. Even
Sankara, Jiva claimed, realized that the Bhagavata was far superior to his
own doctrines and taught the philosophy Advaita Védanta only because God
told him to, in order that his true nature would remain hidden.!'* There is a

110 Edward C. Dimock, Jr.and Tony K. Stewart, The Caitanya Caritamyta of Krsnadasa Kaviraja: A
Translation and Commentary, Harvard Oriental Series 56 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1999), 586-590, 761-763.

11 See Christopher Minkowski, “Advaita Vedanta in Early Modern History,” South Asian History
and Culture 2.2 (2011): 213. Cf. Sthaneshwar Timalsina, Seeing and Appearance: History of the
Advaita Doctrine of Drstisrsti (Aachen: Shaker Verlag, 2006).

112 Ravi Gupta, The Caitanya Vaisnava Vedanta of Jiva Gosvamin (London: Routledge,
2007), 63-91.

113 Stuart Mark Elkman, Jiva Gosvamin’s Tattvasandarbha: A Study on the Philosophical and
Sectarian Development of the Gaudiya Vaisnava Movement (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1986),
118: bhasyaripa tadvyakhya tu samprati madhyadésadau vyaptan advaitavadiné niinam
bhagavanmahimanam avagahayitum tadvadeéna karvuritalipinam paramavaisnavanam sridharas-
vamicarananam suddhavaisnavasiddhantanugata cét tarhi yathavad éva vilikhyate.

14 Elkman, Jiva Gosvamin’s Tattvasandarbha, 110.
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social context for the distinction too. Jiva’s mention of the “central regions”
(madhyadeésa) in the quote above raises at once a geographical and a histor-
ical question. While the classical definition of madhyadésa was simply the
country lying between the Himalaya and Vindhya mountains, from the van-
tage point of sixteenth-century Brindavan, could it have referred to Banaras,
where partisans of Advaita Védanta so famously rejected Caitanya’s brand of
“sentimentalist” devotion?!1®

Whatever the case, it is clear that the Kaumudi was important to bridging
the gap. In the opening to the Tattvasandarbha, Jiva laid out his argument
for the Vedic status of the Bhagavata Purana.''® But was it his argument?
In order to explain that the purana was nothing but Veda, Jiva repeated
the argument of the Kaumudi almost verbatim, without attributing it to
Laksmidhara.!'” He would have had no reason to hesitate. As explained in
the previous chapter, Laksmidhara’s presence in Gaudiya literature preceded
Jiva by a generation. Four of his poetic verses from the Kaumudi found their
way into the Padyavali, an anthology of Sanskrit poetry compiled by Jiva’s
uncle Rapa Gosvami.!'® And as a perusal of the broader Gaudiya archive
demonstrates, the Kaumudi clearly held a favorable place in it.!*

However, the Kaumud?’s Advaitic affinities would not go away. Despite the
association of singing God’s name with Caitanya’s movement, the Gaudiya
Vaisnavas were not the only group to lay claim to the Kaumudi. Around the
same time in the sixteenth century, not far from where Jiva was writing, a
family of Maharashtrian Brahmin migrants to Banaras, the Dévas, expressed
their interest in the Kaumudi in a very different way. In the following chapter,
I explore the intellectual, social, and cultural history of Banarasi academic
life through the corpus of the Déva family. Here I provide the outlines of their
engagement with this text tradition. The patriarch of the family, Anantadéva,
wrote a commentary on the Kaumudi called the Prakdsa. Anantadéva’s ini-
tial education was in Mimarhsa and Advaita Védanta under the tutelage of the
Banarasi renunciant Ramatirtha. He went on to write his own introduction

15 Gupta, The Caitanya Vaisnava Vedanta of Jiva Gosvamin, 16.

116 Buchta, “Defining Categories in Hindu Literature,” 91-94.

W7 Cf. Elkman, Jiva Gosvamin’s Tattvasandarbha, 78.

18 padyavali, ed. S. K. De (Dacca: University of Dacca, 1934), 7 (v. 16), 12 (v. 29), 14 (v. 33), 15
(v.34).

119 T am grateful to Rembert Lutjeharms for providing me with a comprehensive list of references
to the Kaumudi in Gaudiya Vaisnava literature. To summarize, the texts include Rapa GosvamT’s
Bhaktirasamytasindhu (3.2.1), Jiva Gosvamis Tattvasandarbha (47), Krsnasandarbha (57),
Bhagavatsandarbha (86, 128, 153, 161, 263, 265), Pritisandarbha (110), and his Sarvasamvadini
commentary on the Tattvasandarbha and Krsnasandarbha.
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to Védanta called the Siddhantatattva. In this textbook, Anantadéva is quite
uncompromising about his Advaita affinities. He tells us in the Prakasa,
without any sense of ironic distance, that he composed the commentary after
writing his Advaita manual.!?® By and large, Anantadéva stays faithful to
the text of the Kaumudi, departing from the author’s intention only once or
twice. His was the most popular commentary on the text, others existing only
in fragments and one or two manuscripts.!?! Like Riipa Gosvami before him,
Anantadéva also composed devotional dramas on bhakti. However, they are
very different from Rapa’s use of drama as a mode of religious realization,
and they contain none of the technical language of bhaktirasa.'*? I show in
the next chapter that Anantadéva attempted to portray his life of love for
God as distinct from his scholarly ambitions, not constitutive of them. Apart
from their shared interest in the Kaumudi, there seems to be nothing that
connects the Dévas to the Gosvamis. Unlike Jiva, who tried scrupulously
to avoid the ignominy of being classed with the “illusionism” of Advaita
Védanta, Anantadéva felt no need to apologize for his Advaita heritage. In
doctrine of subjective idealism which it is unlikely that the Gosvamis would
have ever defended.!?® In the Prakasa, however, he assures the prospective
audience that his commentary spreads the illumination of the Kaumudi
in a manner that “does not contradict the meaning of the entire Védanta”
(sarvavedantarthavirodhatah). “Védanta” here probably means “Upanisads”
more than a particular system, but the fact that Anantadéva had to bring up
the problem of the Kaumudi’s belonging suggests that this text was moving
between communities that had very different philosophical commitments.
As I show in the next chapter, nowhere does Anantadéva distance himself
from Advaita per se, only other Advaitins and their haughty, self-involved
talk about the liberating power of knowledge, divorced from the rhythms of
bhakti.

One is compelled to ask, then, whether we should see the Dévas and
Gosvamis as fraternal twins or as independent agents reenvisioning the
legacy of Advaita Védanta. Though remarkably similar in nature, their

120 See Kaumudi, 63.

121 See Siniruddha Dash, ed., New Catalogus Catalogorum, vol. 15 (Madras: University of Madras,
2007), 251b.

122 Cf. Donna Wulff, Drama as a Mode of Religious Realization: The Vidagdhamadhava of Rupa
Gosvami (Chico: Scholars Press, 1984).

123 Siddhantatattva, ed. Tailanga Rama Sastri (Benares: Government Sanskrit College,
1901), 57-60.
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ideas about singing the name of God seem to have moved through different,
non-intersecting circles, both during and after their lifetime. The Gaudiya
Vaisnavas exerted their influence across northern India to the courts of
Jaipur, where the scholar Baladeva Vidyabhuisana consolidated their ca-
nonical Védanta status by connecting Gaudiya Vaisnavism to Madhva the-
ology.!** The works of the Dévas, however, made their way south, as part
of the Maratha conquest of Thanjavur.!?> Not only did manuscripts of their
works survive in southern libraries, but their intellectual interest in the di-
vine name was also resuscitated and refashioned by theologians of the
Tamil South.

According to V. Raghavan, who proposed the concept of the
Namasiddhanta, a nationwide tradition of singing the name of God, this
tradition found clearest shape among the “saints” of the Kaveri delta in
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries: Sridhara Venkatésa Ayyaval,
Bhagavannama (“God’s Name”) Bodhéndra, Sadgurusvami, Sadasiva
Brahméndra, Narayana Tirtha, and Tyagaraja.!?¢ For Raghavan, these
Brahmin figures inherited the long history of singing the name of God, and
translated it into the present-day musical-performative tradition of story-
telling and devotional singing known as the bhajana sampradaya.'*’ In re-
sponse to Raghavan’s universalist account, Davesh Soneji has contextualized
the origins of the bhajana sampradaya within the polyglot literary and mu-
sical environment of Maratha-period Thanjavur. The sampradaya was the
result of “the workings of a highly local, albeit caste- and class-bound cul-
ture of public multilingualism” in the courtly milieu of Maratha Thanjavur,
and its Brahmin participants, down into the twentieth century, co-opted
and universalized the “irreducible pluralism of musical practices” in South

124 Kiyokazu Okita, Hindu Theology in Early Modern South Asia: The Rise of Devotionalism and
the Politics of Genealogy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014).

125 Anand Venkatkrishnan, “Ritual, Reflection, and Religion: The Devas of Banaras,” South Asian
History and Culture 6.1 (2015): 159-161. Several manuscripts of the Dévas’ works are available
in the Tanjore Sarasvati Mahal Library. See P. P. S. Sastri, A Descriptive Catalogue of the Sanskrit
Manuscripts in the Tanjore Maharaja Serfoji’s Sarasvati Mahal Library, vol. 13 (Srirangam: Vani Vilas
Press, 1931), 5621-5625, 5796-5799. For the full record of the Dévas’ manuscripts, see V. Raghavan,
ed., New Catalogus Catalogorum, vol. 1, revised ed. (Madras: University of Madras, 1968), 164-167;
V. Raghavan, ed., New Catalogus Catalogorum, vol. 2 (Madras: University of Madras, 1966), 124.

126 Raghavan, The Power of the Sacred Name, 49-82, 143-152. Cf. R. Krishnamurthy, The Saints of
the Cauvery Delta (New Delhi: Concept Publishing, 1979).

127 Milton Singer, “The Radha-Krishna Bhajanas of Madras Cityy 90-138, and T. K.
Venkateswaran, “Radha-Krishna Bhajanas of South India,” 139-172, both in Krishna: Myths, Rites,
Attitudes, ed. Milton Singer (Honolulu: East-West Center Press, 1966); Soneji, “The Powers of
Polyglossia.”
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India at this time.!?8 Instrumental in preserving these musical practices was
the network of Ramadasi mathas that were established in the Thanjavur re-
gion between the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries. These institutions
helped transport the performance of Marathi kirtan to the Tamil South and
possessed their own local performative traditions that were appropriated
and largely forgotten by the “classical” music establishment.!?® As I argue
in the following chapter, Ramadasis were also likely responsible for the
transmission of the Dévas’ works to South India. It is therefore a specific
Maharashtrian genealogy that lies behind readings of the Kaumudi in
the South.

Historical memory, however, locates the text in Orissa. In the story of
“God’s Name” Bodhéndra the renunciant travels at the behest of his guru
from Kaficipuram to Puri to meet the famous Laksmidhara, only to find that
he has died. Laksmidhara’s son Jagannatha, however, convinces Bodhéndra
of the power of God’s name and gives him his father’s Kaumudi to take back
south. Bodhéndra then devotes himself to writing several works on the
power of Ramas name.'*® Only one of these works has been printed: the
Namamytarasayana, or “Elixir of the Ambrosia of the Name”"*! A book
that reads stylistically like a series of long-winded, repetitive lecture notes,
the Namamytarasayana is a free-form gloss on a commentary on the
Visnusahasranama attributed to Sankara. In this book, Bodhéndra asserts a
claim made popular by the Kaumudi: “Because singing the name requires no
general rule of observance, it is shown that the act of singing the name, done
in whatever way possible, leads to the dissolution of all sins and to liberation,
whether performed by a woman, a man, eunuch, or any kind of person who-
soever; whether helplessly or out of madness; whether with faith or without
faith; whether to ward off the pain induced by thieves or tigers or disease;
or whether for the purpose of achieving non-lasting results like dharma,
artha, and kama, or any other purpose.”*? Although this is similar to the

128 Soneji, “The Powers of Polyglossia,” 342. Cf. Indira Viswanathan Peterson, “Multilingual
Dramas at the Tanjavur Maratha Court and Literary Cultures in Early Modern South India,” Journal
of Medieval History 14.2 (2011): 285-321.

129 Soneji, “The Powers of Polyglossia,” 344-349. Cf. T. N. Bhima Rao, “Samartha Ramdasi Maths
in Tanjore,” The Journal of the Tanjore Maharaja Serfoji’s Sarasvati Mahal Library 17.3 (1964): 1-4.

130 Krishnamurthy, The Saints of the Cauvery Delta, 49-55.

131 Namamytarasayanam, ed. Deva Sankara Sarma (Tanjore: Poornachandrodayam Press, 1926).

132 Namamptarasayanam, 17-18: évam namakirtanasya niyamasamanyanapéksatvapratip-
adanat stripumnapumsakanyataména yénakénacij janénavaséna vonmadeéna va Sraddhaya va
sraddham vina va coravyaghrarogadikrtartinasaya va dharmarthakamanyatamatmakanityaphal-
aya vanyaprayojandaya va yathakatharmcitkrtanamakirtanéna sakalapapaksayo muktis ca bhavaty
evety artho darsitah.
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view of Srivaisnava commentators on the Visnusahasranama discussed
earlier, Bodhéndra explicitly refers to “the Namakaumudi and Anantadéva’s
many works” among the inspirations for his own interpretive efforts.!** He
also claims that the argument above had already been made by the famous
Advaitin Madhusudana Sarasvati, author of the Advaitasiddhi, in his com-
mentary on the Bhagavad Gita."** In addition to citing classical Advaitins
like Nrsimhasrama, Anandagiri, and Vidyaranya, Bodhéndra analogized the
defense of singing God’s name against its naysayers to defending the truth of
Advaita Védanta against its philosophical opponents, singling out his closest
southern rivals, the followers of Ramanuja and Madhva.!*®

In the writings of Bodhéndra we also return to the Saiva presence lurking
in the Kaumudi. Bodhéndra is sometimes identified with Bodhéndra
Sarasvati, understood by tradition to be the fifty-ninth pontiff of the Kafci
Kamakoti Pitha, a famous Advaita monastery that employs the Srividya
ritual tradition of goddess worship. Regardless of his actual monastic affil-
iation, Bodhendra Sarasvati referred to one of his teachers, Girvanéndra
Sarasvati, as the head of an advaitapitha, suggesting an established mon-
astery or institutional center for the propagation of Advaita thought.!*¢
Girvanéndra was a highly celebrated and influential figure among scholars
of Advaita and Sakta religious intellectuals beyond the monastery. The fa-
mous South Indian scholar Nilakantha Diksita implicitly claimed to have
received a mantra from Girvanéndra through the process of saktipata, the
descent of power or grace at the hand of the initiatory guru.’®” I think it is
quite possible that the two Bodhéndras were the same, due to similarities
in benedictory stanzas across works attributed to both and their mutual in-
terest in the nondifference between Siva and Visnu.!3 Moreover, the distinc-
tive initiatory title borne by nearly all of Girvanéndra Sarasvati’s gurus and
disciples, namely, “-indrasarasvati,” is attested only among the teachers of the
Kamakoti Pitha and the lineage of Ramacandréndra Sarasvati, better known

133 Namamytarasayanam, 71.

134 Namamytarasayanam, 18.

135 Namamytarasayanam, 45,47, 48.

136 Elaine Fisher, Hindu Pluralism: Religion in the Public Sphere in Early Modern South India
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2017), 63-64.

137 Fisher, Hindu Pluralism, 65.

138 In both the Namamytarasayana and the Hariharadvaitabhiisana, Bodhéndra mentions
his second guru, Visvadhikéndra Sarasvati, invokes the figure of Sanikara in very similar fashion,
and celebrates Rama as the embodiment of the unity between Visnu and Siva. See Hariharadvaita
Bhusanam by Bodhendrasarasvati, ed. T. Chandraeskharan (Madras: Government Oriental
Manuscripts Library, 1954), 1. Cf. Namamytarasayana, 1-3.
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as Upanisad Brahméndra for having commented on 108 Upanisads.!*

Whatever the historical or institutional relationship between Bodhéndra
and Brahméndra, they both wrote works on the concept of God’s name.
In the Upeyanamavivéka, “Analyzing the Name of the One to Be Attained,”
Brahmeéndra affirms the universally redemptive power of God’s name, irre-
spective of one’s caste or social status.!*? In the introduction to his edition
of the Upéyanamaviveka, V. Raghavan asserted that it fell in the line of such
works as the Kaumudi.'*! This is true, but only in part. For the author is not
exclusively concerned with literature on namamahatmya, the glory of the
name. Instead, he quotes profusely from the classical works of Sankara, such as
his commentary on Gaudapada’s Mandiikyakarika, and from late Upanisads
like the Ramatapaniya. In doing so, he departs significantly from the
Kaumudi’s focus on eradicating sins. God’s name in the Upéyanamavivéka is
not merely the object of devotional singing, but of bhavana: absorption, im-
mersion, imagination, identification.!*? For Brahméndra, the name “Rama”
actually does equal Brahman, unlike Laksmidhara’s insistence that the name
“Krsna” was singular and could not be subsumed under Brahman in general.
Brahméndra gave special significance to the name of Rama, treating it as the
essence of both the Narayana and Siva mantras.'*> Bodhéndra also centered
his devotion to Rama across his works. And so did Laksmidhara. Although
the majority of the Kaumudi extols the names and virtues of Krsna, in his
concluding verses Laksmidhara says that it is Rama’s name that, unlike other
technical mantras, requires “neither initiation, nor gift-giving, nor prepara-
tion.”!** However, in the Upéyanamavivéka, one does not invoke the name
to save oneself (hé rama); one becomes the name (ramao‘ham). Bodhéndra’s

139 Fisher, Hindu Pluralism, 64. Cf. V. Raghavan, “Upanishad Brahma Yogin, His Life and Works,”
Journal of the Madras Music Academy 27 (1956): 113-150. See also Raghavan, New Catalogus
Catalogorum,vol. 2,363-367.

140 Klaus Klostermaier, “Calling God Names: Reflections on Divine Names in Hindu and Buddhist
Traditions,” Journal of Vaishnava Studies 2.2 (1994): 66-68.

Yl Upeya-Nama-Viveka (Namarthaviveka) of Upanisad Brahmayogin, ed. V. Raghavan
(Madras: The Adyar Library and Research Centre, 1967), 3.

142 Cf. David Shulman, More Than Real: A History of the Imagination in South India
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2012).

143 Klostermaier, “Calling God Names,” 68.

144 “It draws you in if your heart is pure and eradicates even the greatest sins. It’s easy for anyone, no
matter how marginalized; so long as you can utter it, then freedom is yours. You don’t need any initi-
ation, no gift-giving or preparation. This mantra flowers the moment it touches your tongue: Rama’s
name.” Kaumudi, 133:

akrstih krtacetasam sumahatam uccatanam camhasam
acandalam amitkalokasulabho vasyas ca muktisriyah

no diksarm na ca daksinar na ca purascaryam manag iksate
mantro’yam rasanasprg éva phalati sriramanamatmakah.
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Namamytarasayana similarly argues at length that renunciants who would
otherwise be engaged in the standard Advaitic practice of “hearing, re-
flecting, and meditating” on the words of the Upanisads can achieve their
aim of unobstructed, immediate self-knowledge much more easily by singing
the name of God.'*> The Kaumudi, however, saw singing the name of God
as an intermediary step leading to liberating knowledge. It emphasized the
ability of God’s name to remove sins, not its direct contribution to Advaitic
realization. Both Bodhéndra and Brahméndra move us far afield from the
relatively limited concerns of the Kaumudi, embedded as they were in a very
different southern context.

Echoes of God’s Name

The Kaumudi was adapted differently by several communities in early
modern India: the theologians of Caitanya’s charismatic public devotion, the
scholarly families of Banaras, and the monastic intellectuals of the multilin-
gual South. Although the Kaumudi was primarily dedicated to upholding
the independent validity of purana as a genre, in response to established dis-
course on scriptural authority in Mimarhsa, its readers applied its theology
of the divine name for their own distinct purposes. Modern incarnations
of the Kaumudi continue to raise questions about its multiple affiliations.
Laksmidhara was embedded in the world of Advaita Védanta, as were later
commentators on the text. But the Kaumudi manuscript in the Tanjore
Sarasvati Mahal Library is listed under “Caitanya Thought,” no doubt due to
its popularity among the Gosvamis.'*® In his initial catalogue of the Tanjore
manuscripts, A. C. Burnell listed it as a work of Viistadvaita.'*” And the ed-
itor of the first printed text of the Kaumudi, Gosvami Damodar Sastri, was
explicitabout his Madhva background and the importance of this text to it.148

Simply locating the Kaumudi at the intersection of philosophical, sec-
tarian, and religious boundaries, however, does little more than refine the
historiography of the text. The Kaumudi and its readers still shared a funda-
mental commitment to Sanskrit scholastic discourse. The question I raised

145 Namamytarasayana, 24.

146 p. P S. Sastri, A Descriptive Catalogue of the Sanskrit Manuscripts in the Tanjore Mahardja
Serfoji’s Sarasvati Mahal Library, vol. 14 (Srirangam: Vani Vilas Press, 1932), 6383-6385.

147" A. C. Burnell, A Classified Index to the Sanskrit Mss. in the Palace at Tanjore (London: Triibner
& Co., 1880), 98.

18 Kaumudi, viii.
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at the outset is whether their scholastic interests were provoked by more ver-
nacular, quotidian developments, namely the broader traditions of reciting
the name of God. After all, the mere presence of the vernacular does not mean
the preservation of local histories. As Davesh Soneji remarks on the upper-
caste appropriation of Marathi kirtan in present-day musical performances:

The performance of Marathi abhang-kirtans as part of “classical” Karnatak
music performances is a distinctly twentieth-century phenomenon and has
much to do with the urban scripting of the history of Karnatak music as
inextricably intertwined with not only the South Indian, but pan-Indian
bhakti tradition. Marathi kirtan thus becomes integrated, not because of its
distinctly local historical connection to the making of this music, but rather
because it represents a regional bhakti tradition that must be connected,
performatively speaking, to Karnatak music’s uppercaste, Neo-Advaitic
bhakti universalism. It is in this process, I would argue, that the local
histories of Marathi kirtan in Tanjore become obfuscated.!*’

By subordinating the local Ramadasi, Muslim, and courtly histories of per-
formance, Soneji argues, the classical music establishment, exemplified by
its scholarly chronicler V. Raghavan, presents a seamless continuity between
all traditions of singing the name of God, irrespective of their social location.
Ignoring the particular social conditions and historical agents that produced
their music and that have privileged one performative tradition over others,
upper-caste musicians collapse them into a single sampradaya. The regional,
for them, is only the individual instantiation of a universal paradigm.

What I have tried to do in tracking the career of the Kaumudi is to
provincialize this universalism. Singing the name did not mean the same
thing even to its Brahmin proponents, who disagreed on key features of
philosophy, theology, and everyday practice. In fact, it is precisely the
everydayness of the practice that raised the greatest problems in scholastic
discourse. In a long aside in his Prakdsa commentary on the Kaumudi,
the sixteenth-century Banarasi scholar Anantadéva elaborates on the
consequences of Laksmidhara’s summary acceptance of any sources of
praise, whether of “Vedic, Tantric, pauranika, or human composition.”1>°
For Anantadéva, the problem of indiscriminate language use bore on specific

149 Soneji, “The Powers of Polyglossia,” 365, n. 27.
150 Kaumudi, 122-124.
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questions of social location. It is not the case, he argues, that only Sanskrit can
be used to praise God. There are plenty of people who don’t know Sanskrit,
and prescriptions like this must apply to humans in general. In his view,
prakrta and pauranika go hand in hand, not only due to scriptural precedent
but also in light of everyday practice:

In the Visnupurana and other books, for example, we learn that Sisupala
threw insults at God with a disrespectful “Hey you!” and reached him nev-
ertheless. There’s no evidence that he only insulted him in Sanskrit. So re-
peating the glories of God must be done in whatever way possible, or else it
would interfere with the storytelling practice of people who recite puranas
in vernacular languages. That’s why the Bhagavata (10.47.63cd) says, with
respect to the gopis, that “their singing the stories of God purifies the three
worlds” ... As for those people who criticize each other every day in ver-
nacular tongues, yet insist that one must not praise God in those languages,
their real problem is a lack of love for God. Enough said.!!

Anantadéva’s characteristically feisty and sarcastic writing, which we will
encounter again in the following chapter, reveals the implicit social context
of vernacular language use. The name of God did not have to be uttered in
Sanskrit for it was not limited to the world of men. But it echoed in their
world, through storytelling, singing, and even scholarship. We cannot say
for certain if Laksmidhara’s response to Brahmanical orthopraxy, like the
Bhagavata itself, drew on vernacular challenges. I have suggested at least
that, in the presence of Saiva discourse and greater Advaita Védanta, there is
more to it than meets the historical eye. In Anantadéva’s commentary, how-
ever, the stakes are more recognizable. For him, the problem of singing the
name of God was a problem of Brahmin identity. To hurl abuse in everyday
language yet uphold the sanctity of Sanskrit was the height of hypocrisy. But
why did Anantadéva pick up the Kaumudiin the first place? Why did singing
the name feature so prominently in his thinking?

Y Kaumudi, 123: visnupuranddau caidyasya bhagavati tvamkathadibhir dvesam vidadhato'pi
bhagavatpraptih Srityate, na casau samskrtavakyair éva bhagavaddvesam vidadha iti pramanam asti,
tasmad yathakathamcid bhagavadgunanuvado vihita éva, anyatha pauranikanam prakytavakyair
arthakathandcaro badhyeta. ata éva gopir adhikrtya—"yasam harikathodgitam punati
bhuvanatrayam” ityuktam sribhagavate . .. atas ca prakrtavakyair aharnisam paranindadi kurvanto
yé prakrtavakyair bhagavadgunanuvadam akartavyam niriipayanti tésam bhagavadanuragabhava
evaparadhyatityalam ativistaréna.
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In sixteenth-century Banaras, the name of God pulsated all around, from
temple sanctums, from minarets, and from pilgrims dancing in the streets. It
was one thing to hear the name resounding through the alleys of the city; it
was another to get up and join the procession. In the next chapter, I provide
an intellectual biography of the Déva family, Maharashtrian Brahmins who
lived in Banaras in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. What did it mean
for a scholarly family to participate in popular, public devotional settings?
Who populated these spaces, and how did they compare to assemblies of
Brahmin scholars? How did the personal religious commitments of scholars
shape the very lineaments of their research? What does their example tell us
about the social and cultural history of intellectual life in early modern India?
Following the reverberations of God’s name into the center of Brahmin aca-
demia will allow us to trace the outlines of everyday life in thicker detail.
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3
Family Ties

Introduction

Did your mother ever tell you that book learning would make your head swell
up? That you would start reading and stop praying? Maybe you heard itin a
story: the arrogant ascetic bested by the humble potter. Or in a poem: you've
read thousands of books, but have you studied your own heart? It might have
been a passage in scripture: some things are just beyond the mind’s reach;
truth is revealed to the patient and penitent. Wherever you heard it first, the
motif of the contradiction between knowledge and wisdom is as old as it is
widespread. Scholarly prowess, in this motif, is inversely proportional to
spiritual progress. In early modern Europe, the question of how to integrate
learning and piety in a world increasingly beholden to institutions of pa-
tronage occupied many Catholic intellectuals. Cautionary tales like The Life
of Pico exposed the dangers of worldly ambition and scholarly pride. The
scholar must “reject the temptations of scholarship” and seek God through
love rather than knowledge.! In contemporary India, this tension was com-
monly represented in narratives of bhakti poets and saints. The foolish
priest, the pompous pandit, the skeptical scholar—all were characters in a
divine drama that exalted the lovers of God. But how did things look from
the other side, among the Brahmin intellectuals confronted by the critical
gaze of bhakti?

The opposition between Brahmins and bhaktas is a literary trope, of
course. Bhakti occupied a space between the “high” textual world and that
of everyday “popular” performance. On the one hand, Sanskrit texts such as
the Bhagavad Gita and the Bhagavata Purana shaped a Hindu ideal of bhakti
that infused the body of Brahmanical dharma with the spirit of dedication
to the divine. On the other hand, the vernacular and subaltern religious
networks that sprang up across the subcontinent in the second millennium,

! Constance Furey, Erasmus, Contarini, and the Religious Republic of Letters (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2006), 16.

Love in the Time of Scholarship. Anand Venkatkrishnan, Oxford University Press. © Oxford University Press 2024,
DOI: 10.1093/0s0/9780197776636.003.0004
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known retrospectively as the “bhakti movement,” regularly affected distance
from highbrow scholarly activity, especially in Sanskrit. This dichotomy be-
tween the popular and elite modes of bhakti, one with radical egalitarian
impulses and the other making concessions to dominant forms of religious
authority and political power, persists in scholarship on the subject.? To con-
sider elites homogeneous, however, is to take their pretensions to hegemony
at face value. Brahmin scholars, even those with otherwise aligned caste
interests, disagreed considerably not only on intellectual but also on social
issues. This is true for Sanskrit intellectual history on the whole. I am in-
terested here in how everyday religion mediated these disagreements. Were
the subversive undercurrents of bhakti as a language of social and religious
dissent simply overwhelmed by the vast Brahmanical ocean? Or did the in-
corporation of bhakti as an object of systematic theoretical inquiry signal a
shift in the way it was possible to conceive of scholarly life, of what it meant
to be a Brahmin in the first place? The demotic registers of bhakti, I argue,
filtered into the forbidding world of Sanskrit intellectuality. Transmuted and
translated into the idioms of Brahmanical culture, they nevertheless left a
trace in the changing self-presentation of Brahmin elites.

One place to undertake this inquiry is the city of Banaras in present-day
Uttar Pradesh. Although Banaras (Skt. Varanasi) was an ancient holy city
that had welcomed Hindu pilgrims for centuries, in the sixteenth and sev-
enteenth centuries, under the aegis of Mughal rule, it became an academic
haven for Brahmin scholars. Freed from the demands of local patrons and
provided with both social stability and ample research funds, Brahmin
intellectuals flocked to Banaras from all over the subcontinent. It was hardly
an ivory tower; most scholars taught students either in their homes or in the
courtyards of wealthy noblemen. The closest to a conference room available
was the Muktimandapa, a celebrated pavilion within the Kasi Visvanath
temple on the banks of the River Ganga. From this seat of relative power,
Brahmin intellectuals, not unlike their Muslim counterparts down the road,

2 On the entangled threads of religion, bhakti, and equality, see Jon Keune, Shared Devotion,
Shared Food: Equality and the Bhakti-Caste Question in Western India (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2021), 25-65. Cf. John Stratton Hawley, Christian Lee Novetzke, and Swapna Sharma,
eds., Bhakti and Power: Debating India’s Religion of the Heart (Seattle: University of Washington
Press, 2019); David Lorenzen, “Bhakti,” in The Hindu World, ed. Sushil Mittal and Gene Thursby
(London: Routledge, 2005), 185-209; Patton Burchett, “Bhakti Rhetoric in the Hagiography of
‘Untouchable’ Saints: Discerning Bhakti’s Ambivalence on Caste and Brahminhood,” International
Journal of Hindu Studies 13.2 (2009): 115-141; Tracy Coleman, “Viraha-Bhakti and Stridharma: Re-
reading the Story of Krsna and the Gopis in the Harivarisa and the Bhagavata Purana,” Journal of the
American Oriental Society 130.3 (2010): 385-412.

$20Z J8quBA0N $Z Uuo 1s8nb AQ gy68G/500q/woo dnoolwspese//:sdiy wol) papeojumoq



FAMILY TIES 135

debated the latest philosophical trends, engaged politically with the Mughal
administration, and adjudicated public disputes on matters of social hier-
archy. Their decisions carried weight as far away as the towns from which
they came, evincing a kind of provincialism even among this cosmopolitan
crowd. They were, as such, well aware of the world of everyday life, however
much they may have disdained its rowdiness. It would have been impossible
not to hear the call to prayer from the minarets, the vociferous singing of
devotees in procession, and the stinging barbs of street poets.

Not everyone tried to drown out the noise. In this chapter, I amplify the
echoes of the streets in the writings of the Dévas, a family of Maharashtrian
Brahmins who established a multigenerational scholarly household in
Banaras. The Dévas built their careers on writing and teaching in the fields
of Mimarsa and Advaita Védanta, the philosophical preferences of the
Banarasi intelligentsia.> They also publicly proclaimed their bhakti for God,
sometimes in support of and sometimes in conflict with their academic
ambition. The social history of the “Brahmin ecumene” in early modern
Banaras has been the subject of several studies over the past decade and a
half.* Many scholarly families, particularly from the Maharashtrian re-
gions, moved to this new academic hotspot in the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries. The regional pressures and opportunities for wealth enabled
by the rise of the Mughal imperial order “deepened class divides between
different Brahman communities, often resulting in fission and . . . new
hierarchies of worth amongst Brahmans themselves”> The changing social
environment in this period “opened in a new way the question of what it
meant to be a Brahmin,” a question in which Maharashtrians, regarded as
“southerners” in this northern city, were constantly involved.b It is possible
that the Muktimandapa, the quasi-collegiate study hall of the Kasi Visvanath

3 Sheldon Pollock, “New Intellectuals in Seventeenth-Century India,” The Indian Economic
and Social History Review 38.1 (2001): 21-22; Christopher Minkowski, “Advaita Vedanta in Early
Modern History;” South Asian History and Culture 2:2 (2011): 217.

4 Rosalind O’Hanlon and Christopher Minkowski, “What Makes People Who They Are? Pandit
Networks and the Problem of Livelihoods in Early Modern Western India,” The Indian Economic
and Social History Review 45.3 (2008): 381-416; Rosalind O’Hanlon, “Letters Home: Banaras
Pandits and the Maratha Regions in Early Modern India,” Modern Asian Studies 44.2 (2010): 201
240; Rosalind O’Hanlon, “The Social Worth of Scribes: Brahmins, Kayasthas, and the Social Order
in Early Modern India,” The Indian Economic and Social History Review 47.4 (2010): 563-595;
Rosalind O’Hanlon, “Speaking from Siva’s Temple, Banaras Scholar Households and the Brahman
‘Ecumene’ of Mughal India,” South Asian History and Culture 2.2 (2011): 253-277.

5 O’Hanlon, “Speaking from Siva’s Temple,” 254.

¢ O’Hanlon and Minkowski, “What Makes People Who They Are?,” 410.
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temple, was important to these southern Brahmins because it was itself
located to the south of the central sanctuary.”

Maratha Brahmin scholars debated their statuses in public and performed
them through the institution of the household, which shaped the education
and frequently the career opportunities of Sanskrit intellectuals. The schol-
arly household offered a way to maximize family intellectual and pedagogical
resources and to accumulate the libraries necessary for high-level intellectual
work. It was the basis for advantageous marriages between scholar families.
The scholarly household forged the two kinds of patriarchal affiliation that
mattered most in Sanskrit intellectual culture: between fathers and the sons
they educated, and between teachers and their students, who often studied
alongside the teacher’s sons.?

The Dévas provide us with a case study of such a scholarly household.
Like their contemporaries of whom we know a little more, the Bhatta family,
they probably moved to Banaras from Maharashtra in the sixteenth cen-
tury. Their activity in Banaras can be traced first to Anantadéva (c. 1600
cE), followed by his son Apadéva (c. 1625 cg), and his grandson Anantadéva
IT (c. 1650 cE).!® Anantadéva II was a prominent participant in Banaras’s
dharmasabhds, assemblies of religious experts convened to decide a ques-
tion of ritual rights. From his Smytikaustubha, a voluminous compendium of
dharmasastra, we get an intellectual lineage of the family:

There was once a Brahmin, on the banks of the Godavari, who kept the
Vedic altars and was a devotee of Krsna. His name was Eknath. His son
inherited his qualities and understood the true content of all the sciences.
His name was Apadéva, who obtained from God every heavenly station.
He had a son: a prolific Mimarsa scholar, and always eager to serve Krsna,
his reputation for pedagogy spread far and wide. He was true to his name,
Ananta, on account of his “countless” virtues. To the delight of debaters, he
wrote the Védanta textbook Siddhantatattva. His son was Apadéva, author

7 O’Hanlon, “Letters Home,” 219.

8 See Christopher Minkowski, Rosalind O’'Hanlon, and Anand Venkatkrishnan, “Social History
in the Study of Indian Intellectual Cultures?,” South Asian History and Culture 6.1 (2015): 3.

9 Cf. James Benson, “Sarikarabhatta’s Family Chronicle;” in The Pandit: Traditional Scholarship
in India, ed. Axel Michaels (Delhi: Manohar, 2001), 105-118.

10 See P. K. Gode, “Apadéva, the Author of the Mimarhsanyayaprakasa and Mahamahopadhyaya
Apadéva, the Author of the Adhikaranacandrika and Smrticandrikai—Are They Identical?,” in
Studies in Indian Literary sttory, vol. 2 (Bombay: Singhi Jain Sastra Sikshapith, 1954) 39-48. Cf.
O’Hanlon and Minkowski, “What Makes People Who They Are?;” 382; O’Hanlon, “Letters Home,”
231-232,235; Pollock, “New Intellectuals,” 18-19.
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of the Mimamsanyayaprakasa. Learned in the fields of both Mimarhsas, he
always poured out the infinite ambrosia of his knowledge.!!

Anantadéva IT highlights two features of his scholarly ancestors: they were
known for their teaching (vidyadana), and they were committed to the
worship of Krsna. In his view, they inherited this tradition of scholarship
and bhakti from the first member of the family tree, Eknath. Undoubtedly
the most striking name to appear on this list, the historical Eknath was a
Maharashtrian Brahmin saint-poet who lived in the sixteenth century. He
spent much of his life in the “notoriously orthodox” town of Paithan, along
the Godavarl River in Maharashtra, where he performed poetry in Marathi
that often criticized Brahmins for their prejudices, and transgressed caste
boundaries by sharing meals with members of nonelite castes.!?> He also
wrote sophisticated works of exegesis and epitomized Sanskrit scriptures
and epics in the Marathi language. These works, while less well-remembered
than his bhakti poetry, exhibit a kind of localized, vernacular Védanta that is
irreducible to the superposed Sanskrit canon of classical Vedanta.?

Scholars disagree as to whether or not the Dévas were actually descended
from Eknath.!* It seems unlikely that a family committed to the social
hierarchies of dharmasastra would have advertised their connections to
Eknath, when he routinely broke the very laws governing social interaction

' The Smyiti Kaustubha of Anant Déva, ed. Vasudev Laxman Sastri Pansikar (Bombay: Nirnaya

Sagar, 1931),2-3:
asid godavaritiré védavedisamanvitah
Srikrsnabhaktiman éka ékanathabhidho dvijah.
tatsutas tadgunair yuktah sarvasastrarthatattvavit
apadevo'bhavad devat prapa yah sakalan manin.
mimamsanayakovido madhuripoh sevasu nityodyatah
vidyadanavibhavitottamayasa asit tadiyatmajah.
yasyanantagunair ananta iti san namarthavattarm gatam
yenavadi ca vadinam Srutisirahsiddhantatattvam mude.
nyayaprakasakarta niravadhividyamrtapradah satatam
mimarnsadvayanayavit tanayas tasyapadévo'bhiit.

12 Keune, Shared Devotion, Shared Food, 129.

13 Anand Venkatkrishnan, “Philosophy from the Bottom Up: Eknath’s Vernacular Advaita,”
Journal of Indian Philosophy 48.9 (2020): 9-21.

14 The first time he is mentioned by name is in Anantadéva II’s family history. For a positive view,
see Pollock, “New Intellectuals,” 18, 30; O’Hanlon, “Letters Home,” 203; P. V. Kane, A History of
Dharmasastra, vol. 1 (Poona: Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute, 1930), 450-452. For the neg-
ative, see Jon Keune, “Eknath Remembered and Reformed: Bhakti, Brahmans, and Untouchables in
Marathi Historiography” (Ph.D. diss., Columbia University, 2011), 184-188. There is, of course, the
third possibility, that Anantadéva was referring to an entirely different Eknath altogether. But that
would be a little bit like the old classicist joke about how the Iliad and the Odyssey could not have
been written by Homer, but by someone else named Homer.
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that the Dévas so actively promoted. From the perspective of cultural history,
however, the association may not be so farfetched. Hagiographies of the saint
tell of his stubbornly orthodox son, Haripandit, who was upset that his father
abandoned Sanskrit for Marathi and dared to dine with Dalits. Leaving in a
huff for Banaras, Haripandit returned to Paithan reluctantly at his father’s
urging, where a miraculous incident changed his mind.!® Eknath didn’t need
his son to remind him that he was going too far. He had received plenty of
hostility the last time he was in Banaras, where he had completed writing the
Eknathi Bhagavat, a Marathi reading of the eleventh chapter of the Bhagavata
Purana. Stories say that his book was met with rumblings of discontent from
the city’s establishment Brahmins, who were upset that the saint profaned
the sacred teaching by transmitting it in the “polluted” vernacular.!® One can
imagine the highly educated Apadéva as a version of Eknath’s son, disturbed
by his father’s freewheeling disregard for caste norms. He moves his family to
Banaras, where his children are raised to become proper Sanskrit scholars.
But they cannot shake the memory of bhakti’s power. A saint is not so easy to
forget.

The Dévas begin to dominate the social and intellectual life of the city.
The more they read the Bhagavata, however, the more bhakti seeps into their
scholarship. They argue forcefully that there is nothing wrong with devo-
tional poems in vernacular languages. They satirize dry, soulless intellectu-
alism. They tell stories and sing songs. They turn their work into praise of
God. The Dévas held out for the possibility that one could love learning and
love God at the same time. In this chapter, I explore the influence of bhakti
on their research, teaching, and scholarly personalities. The Dévas defended
everyday bhakti practices from the criticism that they were intellectually
shallow and socially disreputable. In doing so, they aired their views on the
right way to be a Brahmin—not as radically as Eknath, but not deaf to his
words either.

How to Be a Vedantin

The earliest writing we possess from the Déva family is by the senior
Anantadéva. We met him at the end of the previous chapter when we read

15 Keune, “Eknath Remembered and Reformed,” 30-31.
16 Justin Abbott, The Life of Eknath (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1981), xvii-xxii.
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his comments on Laksmidhara’s Bhagavannamakaumudi. He began his ca-
reer by studying Advaita Védanta with a renunciant named Ramatirtha, who
probablylived in Banarasin the sixteenth century.!” Under Ramatirtha’s guid-
ance, Anantadéva wrote a primer (prakriya) on Advaita Vedanta called the
Siddhantatattva. Such introductory textbooks increased in popularity over
the early modern centuries. They may have begun as a kind of senior thesis or
qualifying exam, displaying the student’s mastery of a certain subject and fa-
miliarity with debates in the field. Anantadéva’s book rehearsed in relatively
simple language some major doctrines, definitions, and disagreements in the
Advaita tradition. He was able to intelligently reconstruct and reconcile the
latest philosophical theories, including the drstisrstivada, the controversial
concept of subjective idealism which earned many of his contemporaries the
pejorative label “crypto-Buddhist.”'® He prided himself on being able to pro-
vide the basic views of the system (siddhantatattvam) by navigating the mo-
rass of scholarly debates (gatavagvivadam)."

Anantadéva’s relationship with Advaita Vedanta was complicated. The se-
rious student of Védanta in the Siddhantatattva gives way to a cantankerous
critic in the Bhaktinirnaya. Written in a far more polemical style, not unlike
the argumentative pamphlets that comprised much intellectual discord in
early modern Banaras,?® the Bhaktinirnaya was an attempt to determine the
nature of bhakti, who should undertake bhakti, what they should do, and
how they should read. Anantadéva was not trying to be original. He closely
followed the Bhagavata Purana and the commentary by Sridhara Svami and
paraphrased the Bhagavannamakaumudi on the question of singing God’s
name. His investigation was not idle but exhortatory. The title of the first
chapter is “Why You Must Have bhakti for God” (haribhaktikartavyataniri-
panam). The word kartavyata means “a duty, something that literally “must
be done.” It recalls the entire apparatus of Mimarhsa theories of obligatory

17"See P. V. Sivarama Dikshitar, “Ramatirtha,” in Preceptors of Advaita, ed. T. M. P. Mahadévan
(Secunderabad: Sri Kanchi Kamakoti Shankara Mandir, 1968), 221-225. Cf. Minkowski, “Advaita
Vedanta in Early Modern India,” 214-215.

18 Siddhantatattvam Nama Védantaprakaranam, ed. Tailanga Rama Sastri (Benares: Government
Sanskrit College, 1901), 57-60 (henceforth cited as Siddhantatattva). Cf. Minkowski, “Advaita
Vedanta,” 213; Andrew Nicholson, Unifying Hinduism: Philosophy and Identity in Indian Intellectual
History (New York: Columbia University Press, 2010), 63. On the drstisystivada, see Sthaneshwar
Timalsina, Seeing and Appearance: History of the Advaita Doctrine of Drstisysti (Aachen: Shaker
Verlag, 2006).

19 Siddhantatattva, 60.

20 See Christopher Minkowski, “I'll Wash Out Your Mouth with My Boot: A Guide to Philological
Argument in Mughal-Era Banaras,” in Epic and Argument in Literary History: Essays in Honor of
Robert P. Goldman, ed. Sheldon Pollock (Delhi: Manohar, 2010), 117-141.
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ritual action, not to mention the normative prescriptions of dharmasastra.
This is probably what Anantadéva was going for. By giving his work the
subtitle nirnaya, meaning “deliberation,” “determination,” or “the final say;,’
Anantadeéva was likely alluding to the very public debates over normative so-
cial, ritual, and ethical codes for which the Brahmin pandits of early modern
Banaras were known. His grandson Anantadéva II was present among
the signatories of several momentous letters of judgment (nirnayapatra)
to emerge from the Muktimandapa of the Kasi Vi§vanath temple.?! The
nirnayapatra may have been the pandits’ response to the Islamic fatwa and
to the greater public demand for unequivocal, authoritative information in
matters of religious dispute. The wider regional audiences of these letters
were not only interested in the outcomes of these debates but expected to see
paper documents setting them out.??

In keeping with the public nature of the nirnaya genre, most of
Anantadéva’s critiques in the Bhaktinirnaya are not about metaphysics but
about social identity and customs. He signals his dissatisfaction with the new
intellectual economy of Banaras at the beginning of the book: “Study hard
and make all the money you want. Become famous to a bunch of idiots. As
for me, I'm going to worship the delightful lotus feet of Govinda. I've seen the
accumulation of prosperity and pleasure from working life. I'll take bhakti
for God and relief from suffering instead.”>* The motif of the God-fearing
scholar frustrated with his careerist contemporaries recurs in Anantadéva’s
writing. Over and over again, in the Bhaktinirnaya, Anantadéva castigates
his interlocutors for their ethical impropriety, blurring the boundaries be-
tween intellectual disagreement and social misconduct. For Anantadéva,
bhakti was a religion not just of the heart but also of the body and mind. To
that end, he questions the intellectualism of Advaita Vedanta, where radical
ideas can be divorced from everyday practice.

2l O’Hanlon and Minkowski, “What Makes People Who They Are?,” 395.
22 See Rosalind O’Hanlon, “Performance in a World of Paper: Puranic Histories and Social
Communication in Early Modern India,” Past and Present 219 (2013): 87-126.
2 Srimadanantadévaviracitah Bhaktinirnayah, ed. Ananta Shastri Phadke (Benares: Sanskrit
College, 1937), 1 (henceforth cited as Bhaktinirnaya):
abhyasya vidyam dhanam arjayantu
khyatim ca mirkhan prati sadhayantu
vayam tu govindapadaravinda-
dvayam sadanandamayam bhajamah.
iha khalu karmakrtanam visayasukhanam vipakam alokya
bhagavadbhaktiri kurmah samsrtiduhkhany apakurmah.
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Far from the cool and systematic scholarship of the Siddhantatattva, where
all Advaita Vedanta viewpoints are harmonized in summary exposition, the
Bhaktinirnaya challenges the conclusions of radical forms of nondualism.
For example, the theory of subjective idealism, which Anantadéva had pre-
viously defended, is found wanting because it establishes that there is no ul-
timate reality to the phenomenal world. The world of everyday experience,
in this view, is nothing but mdya, an illusion projected onto the canvas of
the real. All one needs to do to be free of this illusion is to apprehend di-
rectly that Brahman, the infinite consciousness that undergirds all existence,
is one’s true nature. That knowledge, and only that knowledge, will lead to
liberation from suffering. Since this is the case, there is little purpose in devo-
tional worship or, for that matter, any activity that involves means and ends.
Unmediated awareness of this kind is not dependent on action. In typically
belligerent and, at times, shockingly accusatory style, Anantadéva blasts his
opponent for the misleading consequences of this claim, and for misreading
his own texts:

There are some introspective types, only skilled at spinning yarns about
the knowledge of Brahman [brahmajiianal. They think they have it all fig-
ured out just by talking about it. Bereft of love for God, they blabber on as
follows: “Why does anyone honor God? The concept of God is nothing
but Brahman conditioned by maya, or rather his whimsical incarnation,
who controls the illusion. There is nothing to be obtained by it, the agent
himself is nothing but Brahman, and so-called agency is illusory anyway.
One performs obligatory rituals like bathing and twilight worship only to
maintain social propriety, not because there is anything to be gained by
it. Prohibited activity is avoided for the same reason, since there’s no such
thing as hell” Such people should be ignored, for they are deniers in dis-
guise, people who reject the authority of the Vedas [nastika]. “How so,”
you might wonder, “since they believe that the Upanisads are the authority
on Brahman?” Well then, how can one deny that the performance of good
and bad deeds leads to heaven and hell? Does the Veda not instruct us
about that as well? You might argue, “When brahmajfiana arises, there is
no attaining heaven or hell.” Tell me, how can one achieve brahmajiiana
without developing spiritual prerequisites like disenchantment? If you
deny the need for these methods in the first place, then you are denying
the validity of such Vedic statements on the topic as “The Brahmin should
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become disenchanted” (Mundaka Upanisad 1.2.12). That makes you as
good as a nastika.**

In this reading of Advaita, there is no difference between an individual and
God, for there is no differentiation in anything. There is little point in having
adevotional attitude to a supreme being who is imagined to be separate from
oneself. For that matter, there is no reason to keep up Brahmin observances
like the daily twilight worship, when the complex of agent, action, and result
is just another illusion. On the one hand, the rejection of these everyday cus-
toms is part of the ideal of renunciation, which most Advaitins supported.
On the other hand, the Advaitin’s radical disavowal of ritual obligations and
devotional sentiments leads to a total nihilism, the kind that would have been
met with accusations of Spinozism in early modern Europe. The Advaitin
professes to be interpreting the teachings of the Upanisads, but he reads se-
lectively. For the Vedas do insist that one must develop actions and attitudes
that prepare one spiritually to receive the teaching of nondualism. Ignoring
these relationships of means to ends is to deny that the Vedas know better
than we do.

Anantadéva makes a rather dramatic leap here. It is one thing to disagree
about the interpretation of a text, but to call someone a nastika, to question
their commitment to their own scriptures, was not a very nice thing to do.*
The exaggerated language highlights the stakes of the conflict. Most often
the word was hurled by people against those who belonged to different sects
or religions. For many Hindus it meant one who denied the authority of
the Vedas, like Buddhists, Jains, and Sarhkhya philosophers, while others
used it to discredit their sectarian opponents. Critics of Advaita Védanta,
for example, considered the antirealism of the tradition as a fatal flaw: if
there is truly no differentiation in the world, there cannot be a teacher or

24 Bhaktinirnaya, 27: atra keécid antarvisayapravana brahmajfianavartamdtranirvartananipu-
nah tanmatréna éva krtarthammanya bhagavadbhaktisinyah pralapanti mayopahité brahmani
bhagavati tad lilavigrahé va mayini kim ity adarah kriyaté prapyabhavat svayam kartur éva
brahmarapatvat kartrtvasya mithyatvat. snanasandhyadikam tu lokavyavaharartham kriyaté na
tu tenapi kimcit labdhavyam asti. évam nisiddhavarjanam api narakabhavat lokavyavaharartham
éva. ta eété namantaréna nastika ity upeksyah. katharm nastikah vedantanam brahmani
pramanyabhyupagamad iti cét. hanta tarhi (katham) svarganarakadyabhavah punyapapanusthane.
vedéna éva brahmapratipadanavat punyapapanusthatinam svarganarakadipratipadanat. jate
brahmajnaneé nasti svarganarakapraptir iti cet. katham vairagyadisadhanabhave brahmajnianavaptir
bhavatam. vairagyadisadhanam éva na bhavati iti cét tatpratipadakasya “brahmano nirvedam ayad”
ityadivedavacanasya apramanyabhyupagamena nastikatvat.

%> Onaffirmers (dstika) and deniers (nastika) in Indian history, see Nicholson, Unifying Hinduism,
166-184.
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a student either, vitiating the authority of the very scriptures of Védanta.?
Anantadéva, however, was an insider to the tradition and wanted to ward
off the implications of such criticisms. It is not simply that the Védantin does
not take bhakti seriously. It is that he twists the teaching about nondualism in
the Upanisads for his own irreverent purposes. Anantadéva’s problem is not
with nondualism but with nondualists.

To be specific, his problem is with Brahmin philosophers who reject their
social responsibilities, who feel that they can get away with “knowledge”
(jnana) at the expense of bhakti. Against these upstarts, Anantadéva holds
up the Brahmin practitioner of Vedic rites as the ideal candidate for bhakti.
Not only is taking delight in God’s stories “especially” (visésato) true of
Brahmins; bhakti itself emerges from the same Brahmanical practices as the
desire to study Vedanta. In fact, such practices are indispensable. Without
the attitudes generated by them, neither bhakti nor Védanta culminates in
liberation.”” Responding to the critique that the path of bhakti he proposes
is unsupported by the majority of philosophers, Anantadéva doubles down
and appeals to an “everyday” experience that paraphrases the language of
“delight” (praharsa) and “love” (anuraga) from the Bhagavad Gita (11.36):

So what ifit is in the minority? Not everyone is going to discuss everything.
Anyway it’s just common sense. It is a matter of universal experience that
when you start hearing or singing the glories of God, you begin to feel a
sense of delight. This is all the more the case for those who have developed
faith by performing sacrifices and other Brahmanical activities. When
someone is delighted with something, they form a love for that thing, just
like the cakora bird’s love for the moon. When you fall in love, that object

starts to pulsate in your heart, and any attachment to other things simply

slips away, as it does for a young woman obsessed with her lover.?

26 In the eleventh-century drama Prabédhacandrodaya, one philosopher tries to convince the
character “Upanisad” that she herself, the very symbol of Vedic orthodoxy, is a nastika. The idea may
be that the Védantic view of liberation is not so different from the materialist view that death is the end
of suffering. See Michael Allen, “Dueling Dramas, Dueling Doxographies: The Prabodhacandrodaya
and Samkalpasiryodaya,” Journal of Hindu Studies 9.3 (2016): 279,294, n. 17.

27 Bhaktinirnaya, 34: yajAadyanusthanasadhyavividisavirahé védantavicaropi yatha na
moksaphalaparyavasayi tatha yajiiadyanusthanasadhyasraddhavirahé samkirttanadibhaktir api na
moksaphalaparyavasayini.

28 Bhaktinirnaya, 34-35: kim étavatd. na hi sarvé sarvam niriapayanti. yukta céyam pranalika.
tatha hi. bhagavatah Sravanakirttanadyanusthané praharsah sakalajananam anubhavasiddhah.
visesato yajiiadyanusthanajanyasraddhavisesavatam. yadanubandhéna ca praharso yasya yasya
tatranuragah sampadyate. cakoradér iva candradau. anuragé ca sampadyamané tatsphuranar
tadanyavisayésu cittanubandhasaithilyam ca. navatarunya iva vallabhavisaye.
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We all know, says Anantadéva, that hearing the stories of God gives you hap-
piness and fulfillment. It’s true, there are people who find no joy in singing the
glories of God, let alone have love for him. But that’s their problem. If your expe-
rience doesn’t match what the texts say, it means you're doing something wrong,.
Just because a sick man doesn’t enjoy drinking milk, that doesn’t mean milk is
not in itself delicious.” This example is classic Anantadéva. He uses it repeat-
edly to defend his writing against jealous scholars. As he says in the opening
lines of his commentary on the Bhagavannamakaumudi, “So what if some
stupid critics disrespect this well-written work out of envy in their heart? Just
because sick people do not have a taste for it, sweet whole milk is not at fault.”*°
Anantadéva sees his critics as missing two kinds of love: love for God and love
for his own work. If only they had that love, they would see that there is a right
way to be a Brahmin, a Védantin. But who can save scholars from themselves?

A Portrait of the Scholar as an Old Man

Anantadéva feltill at ease among his prolific yet profligate colleagues. Like the
anti-philosophes of eighteenth-century France, Anantadéva was worried by
“the privileges and the perils of knowledge seeking and creative endeavor.”!
If the primary tension for the gens de lettres of Enlightenment France was
between the social graces of public life and the intellectual liberty of solitary
research, for the Brahmins of Anantadéva’s Banaras it was between personal
gain and pious sentiment.>> While encomia to eminent scholarly figures
were not uncommon in the Banaras of his day,>* Anantadéva questioned the

2 Bhaktinirnaya, 35: nanu kesanicit bhagavacchravanakirttanadinapi na praharso drsyate,
natarari bhagavaty anuragah. satyam. naitavata kacit ksatir vacananubhavayoh. na hi jvaritanarm
dugdhapané harso na drsyata iti tan na harsahétuh.

30 Bhagavannamakaumud, ed. Govinda Damodar Sastri (Kasi: Acyutagranthamala, 1927), 1:

samyanniripitam idam yadi nadriyante

dusta nikrstamatayo hrdi matsaréna

kiri tavata jvaravatam arucer na jatu
dugdhasya suddhamadhurasya vidisanam syat.

Variations on this stanza are found in Anantadéva’s Krsnabhakticandrika, discussed in this
chapter, and in the Sampradayaniriipana, an unpublished autocommentary on his Siddhantatattva.
See P. Peterson, A Sixth Report in Search of Sanscrit Mss. in the Bombay Circle (Bombay: Government
Central Press, 1899), 23-24.

3 Anne Vila, Suffering Scholars: Pathologies of the Intellectual in Enlightenment France
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2018), 4.

32 See Vila, Suffering Scholars, 69.

3 Consider the festschrift for Kavindracarya Sarasvati, a seventeenth-century sannydsi who
was recognized by the Mughal political order and maintained an impressive library of Sanskrit
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scholar’s tendency toward overweening ambition and self-aggrandizement.
He commented on the relationship between the scholar and the social
world in essays like the Bhaktinirnaya and through the medium of the the-
ater.>* We do not know whether either of Anantadéva’s dramas (nataka), the
Krsnabhakticandrika and the Manonurafijana, was ever performed live.?
At the very least they circulated among different Brahmin communities in
Banaras.* The Mandonuraiijanaisatheatrical rendering of storiesabout Krsna
from the Bhagavata Purana. The Krsnabhakticandrika, on the other hand, is
a one-act college play about conflicts between students of religion and phi-
losophy. In some respects, it resembles the famous eleventh-century allegor-
ical drama Prabédhacandrédaya by Krsna Misra. The Prabodhacandrodaya
presents Védanta as the superlative tradition of Brahmanical philosophy, “a
triumph achieved through a strategic alliance of the various philosophical
schools and devotional sects”*” The Krsnabhakticandrika has a similarly
doxographical outline. Characters of different philosophical and sectarian
persuasions are conquered in debate by two separate protagonists of bhakti,
a “great Vaisnava” (mahavaisnava) and a “devotee of Krsna” (krsnabhakta).>®
The first is dispatched to deal with a partisan Saiva and Vaisnava by con-
vincing them that Siva and Visnu are just manifestations of one God, while
the other argues with pedantic grammarians, prideful logicians, materialist
Mimarhsakas, and haughty Védantins. Unlike the strategic inclusivist of the
Prabodhacandrodaya, however, their task is not to enlist these debaters in a
greater goal but to show them that they have gone astray. Another possible

manuscripts. See Kavindracandrodaya, ed. Har Dutt Sharma and M. M. Patkar (Poona: Oriental
Book Agency, 1939). Cf. Kavindracharya List, ed. R. Ananta Krishna Sastry (Baroda: Central
Library, 1921).

3% On the use of theater as a key medium for commenting on the philosophe as a social figure, see
Vila, Suffering Scholars, 70-76.

35 See “§r1’kﬂr§1_1abhakticandrikdnd;akam,” in Kavyeétihasasasangraha (Pune: Mahadeva Ballala
Namajost, 1881), 1-28, and The Manonurafijana Nataka, ed. Mangal Déva Shastri (Allahabad:
The Superintendent Printing and Stationery, 1938) (henceforth cited as Krsnabhakticandrika and
Manonurafijana).

36 A late seventeenth-century copy of the Krsnabhakticandrika in the Bodleian Library, Oxford
(Ms. Sansk. d. 88), was written in the Sarada script. That means the text was probably being read
by Kashmiri Brahmins in Banaras, not just Maharashtrians like the Dévas. I owe this suggestion to
Alexis Sanderson. See Moriz Winternitz and A. B. Keith, Catalogue of Sanskrit Manuscripts in the
Bodleian Library,vol. 2 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1905), 174-176.

37 Allen, “Dueling Dramas, Dueling Doxographies,” 275. While religious divides are bridged by
the nonsectarian tradition of Védanta, the philosophical schools are embraced provisionally as allies
against nastikas, but not on the path to liberation (279).

3 Baldev Upadhyaya, “A Devotional Drama in Sanskrit, Indian Historical Quarterly 12
(1936): 721-729.
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model for Anantadéva was the Agamadambara by Jayanta Bhatta, an aca-
demic drama from ninth-century Kashmir about debates between religious
scholars vying for political patronage. But unlike the protagonists of this
play, who provide sophisticated refutations of each other’s philosophical
positions, the debaters of the Krsnabhakticandrika mostly resort to ad ho-
minem invective, insisting that the other’s theories depend on the truth of
their own.

The krsnabhakta, hero of the Krsnabhakticandrika, was once a scholar,
accustomed to the ego-driven arena of academia. In this he resembles
the playwright himself. In the autobiographical sketch provided in the
Manénurafijana, Anantadéva tells us that he was “given over to the study of
the ‘prior’ and ‘latter’ Mimarhsas, and generally spent his days instructing
others in those disciplines”® He studied with his father, Apadéva, the
Brahmin savant Narayana Bhatta,® and the renowned renunciant
Ramatirtha, whom he credits with the “amazing” ability (ascaryam) to be
absorbed simultaneously in “the study of philosophy” (darsanabhyasa) and
“the name of God” (paramésvaranama). For a moment, at least, it seems
possible to celebrate love in the time of scholarship:

True scripture is the entire milky ocean,

its daily study is Mount Mandara,

and analytical reflection is the churning.

But that pure ambrosia, the blessed name of God,
even among devotees who exhaust their efforts,
only reaches the lips of a select few,

through the grace of Sri’s beloved.*!

Although he established a household which produced at least three gener-
ations of scholars, Anantadéva was uncomfortable with academic success. He
concludes the Manonurafijana with a rueful, searching reflection: “Through

3 Manonurafijana, 3:
yah purvottaramimamsaparisilanasilavan
tadiyadhyapanénaiva samayarm khalu nitavan.
40 On the Bhatta family, see Benson, “garhkarabhat'ga’s Family Chronicle”; Haraprasad Shastri,
“Dakshini Pandits at Benares,” The Indian Antiquary 41 (1912): 7-13.
4 Manonuranjana, 4:
sacchastram nikhilam payombudhir ayam tasyatha dainamdina-
bhyaso mandaraparvaté nayacayair alocanam manthanam
tatra Sriharinama suddham amytarm srantésv ananyésv api
Srikantasya krpavaséna tu mukhé keésarcid evaricati.
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studying scriptures, teaching students, and writing books for fame and re-
nown, my mind became proud of its accomplishments. But now, through my
merit alone, in each word that praises Krsna and his virtues, it finds delight
in the billows of the milky ocean of joy’*? In the Krsnabhakticandrika, the
character of the krsnabhakta is an exemplar of this new life of love for God.
Eager to share the good news that there is peace beyond academic politics,
the krsnabhakta finds himself grating against the self-serving scholarship of
his immodest colleagues. As the stage manager’s sidekick comments in the
prologue of the play, “Most people try to study the sciences, earn money,
and gain prestige before their peers.” He finds it remarkable, then, that “the
poet Anantadéva repeatedly turns his heart to bhakti” Echoing the begin-
ning of the Bhaktinirnaya, the stage manager replies, “He’s got the right
idea. For such people will never find true happiness until they grasp onto
Gods lotus feet, no matter how much they learn, how much money they
make, or what scholarly distinction they achieve. It is hard to acquire those
things, let alone maintain them. And yet, people strive for prestige.”** In the
Krsnabhakticandrika, status is not the solution but the problem. Words for
“prestige” (pratistha, ridhi) are repeated no fewer than six times in the play.
For itis all that anyone truly wants: “Study the sciences with your teacher and
teach as many students as you can. What does a scholar want from this, at the

end of the day? To become famous among fools and to amass a fortune**

42 Manonurafijana, 102:
Sastranam parisilanair bhysam aho Sisyesu cadhyapanaih
khyatyuddesakrtair babhiiva tu mahakrtyabhimanam manah
punyair éva tu samprati pratipadarm govindatattadguna-
slaghyam saukhyapayodhivicinicayésv anandam avindati.

43 Krsnabhakticandrika, 2:
natah—
Silané sarvavidyanam dhananam api carjané
sarvalokapratisthayam yatanté bahavo janah.
tad étad ascaryam. yad ayam kavih svahydayam punah punah srikysnabhaktipravan-
arn kurute.
sutradharah—ucitam éva kurute. yatah—
anéna khalu jantuna sakalasastram abhyasyatam
dhanam vipulam apyatam sakalasabhyata labhyatam
na tavad ayam asnuté hydayasaukhyam atyantikam
na yavad avalambateé yadupateh padambhoruham.
pratyuta vidyaditrayasya—
arjané bahavah klésah arjitasya ca raksane
sarvalokapratisthayam yatanté bahavo janah.

4 Krsnabhakticandrika, 15:
adhitya sastrani guroh sakasad adhyapya Sisyan api bhiirivaram
dvaveva sadhyau vidusa pumarthau mudheésu rudhis ca ghanam dhanam ca.
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Scholarly sophistication, in this view, is sophistry in disguise, a competitive
power grab where victory means both prestige and patronage. When a Saiva
supremacist and his student are insulted by an approaching Vaisnava, the
student wants to run away. His teacher responds angrily to the student’s cow-
ardice, laying bare his mercenary attitude to scholarly debate: “What the hell
are you talking about? What's this about leaving without besting this wicked
man? Do you take me for a fool? Listen, knowledge is only useful if you can
make someone else look silly. Cleverness only lives up to its name if you get
someone else’s money with it. Therefore, you must study everything you can,
conquer others in debate, gain prestige, and build a great portfolio.”*®

The trope of the cynical, status-obsessed scholar was not unique to
Anantadéva’s drama, though perhaps the reappearance of this motif had
something to do with the new opportunities for intellectuals in early modern
India. Consider the following satirical comment by Nilakantha Diksita,
writing from the South of the subcontinent around the same time: “A humble
seeker of truth must study for a long time. But if you want to win in debate,
shamelessly raise a big commotion. You get tenure [pratistha] by teaching
and writing books. Who knows? Maybe you'll gain true erudition by the time
you die!™® Or this frustrated comment by the famous Banarasi Advaitin,
Madhustdana Sarasvati, explaining why he has decided to write about the
Bhagavata Purana: “Day after day, this life is frittered away pointlessly, in the
perpetual company of no-good people, and with one trouble after another.
But when it is sprinkled with the ambrosia of God’s stories, even a moment
might be worth living. That’s why I have made this effort*” Certainly there

4 Krsnabhakticandrika, 7:
Saivah (sakrodham)—kir brise. durjanam anirjityaivapasarpanavarta. tat kim
miirkham mam abhijandsi. pasya—
nasau vidya bhavati prabhavati na yaya parabhavonyasya
bhavati ca na nipunata sa na yaya paradhanam upanayati.
tasmat—
adhyetavyakhila vidya nirjetavyas ca vadinah
anetavya pratistha ca samcetavyas ca sampadah.
46 The Minor Poems of Nilakantha Dikshita (Srirangam: Vani Vilas Press, 1911), 3-4:
abhyasyam lajjamanéna tattvarm jijiasuna ciram
jigisuna hriyam tyaktva karyah kolahalo mahan
pathanair granthanirmanaih pratistha tavad apyate
evam ca tathyavyutpattir ayusonté bhaven na va.
Y7 The Harililamrtam by Sri Bopadeva with a Commentary by Sri Madhusiidana Saraswati and

Srimad Bhagavata (First Sloka) with the Paramahamsapriya Commentary by the Same Commentator,
ed. Parajuli Pandit Devi Datta Upadhyaya (Benares: Chowkhamba Sanskrit Series, 1933), 58:
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are local concerns that animate the Krsnabhakticandrika. Take this disgrun-
tled complaint from a grammarian about an irreverent philosopher of the
“new logic” (navya nyaya), a fashionable theoretical language that was be-
coming increasingly popular in Banaras:*® “They study the new logic, attend
academic conferences puffed with conceit, treat even the senior professors
with contempt, and take their seats at the head of the table. If anyone starts
to talk theory, they give each other meaningful glances, roll their eyes sarcas-
tically, and criticize that person to no end”* This is what the krsnabhakta
finds as he enters the scene: squabbling scholars trying to outdo one another
for position among pandits. He sighs to himself, “Why did they study so
hard if their hearts were just going to turn to hatred? Lord above, it’s like the
withering of a tree that could give you anything you want.” He sees poten-
tial in these pointy-headed intellectuals, but they are wasting it in misguided
pursuits. “Guys, listen,” he continues aloud, “youre well-educated, you've
taught many students, and have become great pandits. And this is the end
game? To go to conferences, advertise your fancy credentials, argue loudly
about something or the other, and defeat your opponent by any means
necessary?”>® An adjacent Mimarsaka (M), who is treated with more re-
spect in the text than are the grammarian and logician, quickly cedes to the
krsnabhakta. He renounces his pursuit of wealth and status and instead seeks
tolearn about the true goal of human life, bhakti. At this juncture, a scholar of

anudinam idam ayuh sarvadasatprasangair
bahuvidhaparitapaih ksiyaté vyartham éva
haricaritasudhabhih sicyamanam tad état
ksanam api saphalam syad ity ayam mé sramd'tra.

48 On the prominence of Navya Nyaya in early modern India, see Jonardon Ganeri, The Lost Age
of Reason: Philosophy in Early Modern India 1450-1700 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011);
Samuel Wright, A Time of Novelty: Logic, Emotion, and Intellectual Life in Early Modern India, 1500~
1700 c.e. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2021).

4 Krsnabhakticandrika, 13:

navyam nyayam adhitya samsadam upagatya smayavesatah
Sistan apy avamatya dhystamatayah praudhasanesv asate
Sastram vakti yadaiva kascana tada te‘nyonyam udviksitair
bhruksepair hasitais tathopahasitair énam tiraskurvate.

0 Krsnabhakticandrika, 15:

kvaisam Sastrasravanam dveésapravanarm manah kva camisam

hara hara kalpatarinarm daridryopadravo bhavati. ... aré panditah—
vidyam adhyayanair avapya visadam adhyapya Sisyan bahiin
pandityam samuparjitam yad amalam tasyédam antyam phalam
yad gatva sadasi prakarsam adhikam samsiicayann uccakair
yatkimcit pralapét param paribhavet kair apy upayair bhysam.
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Védanta (V) enters, the final character to hold out against the krsnabhakta.
He immediately goes on the offensive:

V: Hey, why are you trying to convert people who have no grounding in
proper study of the Upanisads? What does the name “Krsna” or love for
him have anything to do with liberation? When it comes to the ultimate
reality, Brahman, everything is ultimately a construct, not real.

M: Hey yourself! You prattle on about how things are “constructed,” and
won't let it go in the least. Some scholarship that is: you only deconstruct
the ideas of others.

V: I am Brahman, as described by the Upanisads, no doubt about it!
Understand that everything you see is like a mirage. For that reason, you
can only attain the Atman when there is no such thing as right or wrong,
heaven or hell. There can’t possibly be bhakti to Krsna at that point.

M: Enough! This is blasphemous drivel!*!

The harangue goes on a little longer until the krsnabhakta gets fed up with
the debaters. He is triggered by the echo of his own past and dismisses their
pointless palaver:

You can go ahead and argue all day about the meaning of scripture, since you
continue to think that that’s the source of your ever-increasing fortune. I
used to do the same, but not anymore. For now I have the joy of uninter-
rupted service to Lord Krsna.>?

5! Krsnabhakticandrika, 17:

vedanti (Srikysnabhaktam prati)—katham aré upanisatparisilanasianyan pratarayasi.
kveyam krsnasamakhya kva ca tadbhaktih kva va pumarthosau
kalpitam éva samastar brahmani ndsty éva vastavam kimcit.
mimarisakah—

ré kalpitam iti khalu jalpasi jahasi naivalpam apy état

buddhim parasya bhetturi kévalam étad hi pandityam.
vedanti—

agamasironiripyarm brahmaivaham na samsayas tatra

yan api pasyasi visayan mrgajalam iva tan avaihi tvam.

atas ca—

yatra na dharmadharmau svargo narakas ca dirato’pastau
tatratmanarn labhatam kutra srikysnagocara bhaktih.
mimamsakah—alam alam. étan nastikapralapanam.

2 Krsnabhakticandrika, 17:

srikrsnabhaktah—
yusmabhih parisilyatam pratidinam $astrarthakolahalas
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I have italicized this confessional statement not only because it reminds us
of Anantadéva’s conclusion to the Manonurafijana, but because it is rep-
resentative of the ideal of scholarship that he attempted to fashion. The
apparent contrast between the careerist aspirations of scholarly elites
and the simple piety of religious devotion is not quite thoroughgoing.
Anantadéva seems to disown pointless scholarly debate in favor of spon-
taneous spiritual fervor, but this belies the firmly intellectual context of his
entire work, to which he refers frequently, and not always with a sense of
remorse. The point is not to not be a scholar, but to be “well-rounded,
in modern terms. The literary historian Baldev Upadhyaya once read the
Krsnabhakticandrika as “a noble embodiment of the firm conviction of the
author in the supremacy of the Bhakti-marga (Way of Bhakti)”>* No doubt,
there is an almost evangelical, starry-eyed quality to the rhetoric of the re-
formed characters, complete with stage directions in which they speak “out
of love, stripped of the desire to cause rifts” (Sithilikytabhedabhinivésah
svanurdagena). More interesting, however, is Anantadéva’s representation
of the scholarly space. When the stage manager of the Krsnabhakticandrika
walks out onto the set, he is directed to stand before an “audience of
scholars” (panditamandalim), which the author compares to “the halls of
Indra, lined with thousands of glittering eyes” (akhandalasabham iva vilo-
kanacatulasahasranayanavalim). Anantadéva’s ethical unease with these
settings suggests that bhakti was not simply a public expression of personal
devotion but a means to counteract the corrupting effects of the new in-
tellectual economy. There is a deep ambivalence in his writing toward the
intellectual marketplace of early modern Banaras. The very networks and
systems of patronage that made Brahmin immigrants like himself so suc-
cessful are the ones he criticizes for their materialistic excess. In this semi-
fictional world, then, Anantadéva’s bhaktimarga comes to be less a path to
salvation from the torment of worldly life than a way to come to terms with
it. Scholarship is still important, and you can still make money, but only in
the service of God.

tatraivanisavardhamanasubhatadhyasanuvrtter vasat
prag angikrta éva so'yam adhuna nasmabhir adriyate
srigopalapates trikalabhajananandanubandhad iha.

53 Upadhyaya, “A Devotional Drama in Sanskrit,” 728.
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The Making of a Mimarsaka

Anantadéva mentioned that he was a scholar of “both” Mimarhsas. We have
seen his criticism of the “latter” Mimarhsa, through the caricature of a ni-
hilist Vedantin, but what about the “prior” Mimarnsa? We noted in the pre-
vious chapter that Anantadéva had written a commentary on Laksmidhara’s
Bhagavannamakaumudi. The Kaumudi posed a challenge to the Mimarhsa
discourse of scriptural orthodoxy by arguing that claims in the puranas
should be accorded the same authority as Vedic utterances. The most signif-
icant claim that Laksmidhara wanted to defend was that singing the name
of God (samkirtana) removes all sins. Anantadéva translated these largely
conceptual concerns into the social context of early modern Banaras. For
him, samkirtana was not just a textual prescription from the Bhagavata and
other puranas but an everyday practice of public devotion, a practice he
encouraged Brahmins to take up. When an interlocutor in the Bhaktinirnaya
finds no place or precedent for this form of religiosity, Anantadéva takes um-
brage and responds in characteristically pugnacious fashion: “On this point,
we find some people who fancy themselves Mimarhsakas, who are devoid
of God’s worship, who can’t stand singing the name of God, and are only
gearing up to fall into the pit of hell, prattling on as follows: ‘There is no such
dharma as “singing” available to us in the sruti or smyti. Especially Brahmins,
who are eligible to perform rituals like the agnihotra, cannot possibly engage
in singing. Verses you have cited to that effect are simply arthavada.”>*

We are familiar from the previous chapter with the debate about whether
or not the language of the purana is arthavada, a statement that merely
confirms or commends the content of a previously existing injunction. What
is new about Anantadéva’s version of this debate is its sociology: bhakti
on one side, Brahmins on the other. The question is no longer whether
samkirtana is or is not textually sanctioned. The question is who should
do it and why. The politics of performing bhakti in early modern India in-
volved questions of authority, belonging, competition, dissemination, and
ethical formation. The poetry of bhakti, both in Sanskrit and in regional lan-
guages, circulated through musical performance, improvised storytelling,

5% Bhaktinirnaya, 6: atra  kécid  bhagavadbhajanasinya — mimamsakammanyah
paramesvarasarikirtanasahisnavah kevalam naraké patisnavah pralapanti. samkirtanam nama na
kascid dharmah Srutisu smytisu va prasiddhah. visésato brahmananam agnihotradyadhikarinam
samkirtanar na sambhavati. “dhyayan krte” ityadivakyam tv arthavadamatram iti.
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and public memory.” In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, tales from
the Bhagavata Purana, and more broadly the stories of Krsna, were claimed
and performed by different publics, including non-Brahmin, tribal, Muslim,
and other polyglot groups. John Stratton Hawley comments on this vibrant
period:

Guru Nanak knows about enacted Krishna stories like this, and he does not
like them one bit:

How many Krishna-tales there are, how many opinions on the Vedas!

How many beggars dance and, twisting and falling,

beat time with their hands!

The mercenary fellows go into the market-place and draw out

the market crowd.

Then there are the Ahirs whose performances of the Krishna story
fascinated Malik Muhammad Jayasi, as he tells us in his Kanhavat of 1540;
he is eager to elevate such performances to a level where they have a chance
of capturing the attention of more refined audiences. A decade before
Jayasi, Lalachdas “Halvai” had been active in a place he called Hastigram,
near Rae Bareilly, creating his own Avadhi shortening of the tenth book
of the Bhagavata. Before the end of the century (1595), there appeared a
vernacular commentary on the eleventh book by Chaturdas, and let us re-
member that when Eknath produced his famous Marathi treatment of the

eleventh book in the sixteenth century, he was sitting in Banaras.*®

Perhaps it was this proliferation of forms and communities laying claim
to the Bhagavata that led to the composition of the Bhagavata Mahatmya, a
preface appended to the text in the early eighteenth century. In the Bhagavata
Mahatmya, Brahmin redactors tried toimpose a stringent set of qualifications
on performers and audiences of the text, circumscribed by caste, gender,
educational attainment, and moral purity.®” But in Anantadéva’s time, the
market was open, and he wanted Brahmins to get in on the ground floor. To

55 Cf. Christian Novetzke, Religion and Public Memory: A Cultural History of Saint Namdev in
India (New York: Columbia University Press, 2008).

5 John Stratton Hawley, “Did Surdas Perform the Bhagavata-purana?; in Tellings and Texts: Music,
Literature, and Performance in North India, ed. Francesca Orsini and Katherine Butler Schofield
(Cambridge: Open Book Publishers, 2015), 211-212.

57 John Stratton Hawley, “The Bhagavata Mahatmya in Context,” in Patronage and Popularisation,
Pilgrimage and Procession: Channels of Transcultural Translation and Transmission in Early Modern
South Asia, ed. Heidi R. M. Pauwels (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2009), 81-100.
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hear him tell it, some of his colleagues saw it as beneath them. At any rate,
Mimarhsakas were classical atheists. As the twelfth-century poet Sriharsa
quipped in his Naisadhiyacarita (11.64cd), “She refused to give her assent
to the king, like Mimarhsa denying the lord with the moon as his crown.”>
Early Mimarhsakas had a healthy skepticism for the enthusiasm of devo-
tional religion, which they associated with those ineligible for Vedic rites.
Why should they sully themselves by doing something that everyday people
do, when they don’t even believe in God? Anantadéva’s opponent singles out

samkirtana as a caste-specific practice inappropriate for Brahmins:

On this point, there are some self-styled scholars who say that sarkirtana
is the prerogative of those who do not belong to the three upper castes. For
the latter are constantly engaged in obligatory rituals from dawn to dusk,
and have no time for singing. Moreover, from the verse: “The Rg, Yajur,
Sama, and Atharva Veda are all effectively studied by the one who utters
the two-syllable word, Hari,” we are given to understand that since an un-
educated person becomes learned by singing the name of God, it is the un-
educated “lower” castes who are entitled to that activity. Consider also the
following: “Women, Stidras, and Brahmins-in-name-only are not qualified
to study the Vedas. So the sage Vyasa, out of compassion, composed the
story of the Mahabharata” (Bhagavata Purana 1.4.25). The Mahabharata,
here a synecdoche for the puranas, was composed for the sake of women,
lower castes, and the like. Since sarikirtana is a puranic practice, it must
only apply to those people. For nowhere in the Vedas is there the injunc-
tion: “One must sing about God.” Perhaps Ksatriyas, Vaisyas, and Sadras
can engage in singing because they do not have to teach. But Brahmins,
who are occupied by their teaching and other responsibilities, cannot
find the time for singing, so it must be the prerogative of those other than

Brahmins.”

58 Sriharsha’s Naishadhiyacharita, ed. Pandit Sivadatta (Bombay: Nirnaya Sagar, 1912),
251: mimamsayéva bhagavaty amytamsumaulau tasmin mahibhuji tayanumatir na bhéje. The com-
mentator Narayana hastened to clarify that Mimarhsa did not deny the existence of God, only that he
was the author of the Vedas.

9 Bhaktinirnaya, 8-9: tatra keécit panditarimanyd manyante. atraivarnadhikaram iti.
traivarnikanam brahmamuhurtopakramapradosaparisamapaniyanityakarmavyagranam
samkirtane kalabhavat. kim ca—“rgvédo'tha yajurvédah samavedo hy atharvanah adhitas tena
yenoktam harir ity aksaradvayam” ity anadhitasya namasamkirtanéna adhitasampattisravanad
anadhitasudradhikaratvam nirniyatée. api ca— " strisudradvijabandhinam trayi na Srutigocara
iti bharatam akhyanam krpaya munind krtam” iti strisudradinam arthé bharatanirmanad
bharatasya ca puranamatropalaksanatvat samkirtanasya ca pauranatvat strisudradhikaratvam
nirniyate. na hi késavasamkirtanam kuryad iti kvacid vedeé Sriyate. athava ksatriyadinam
adhyapanadivyaparabhavat  syat  katharmcit  samkirtanadhikarah.  brahmananam  tv
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According to the opponent, the public act of devotional singing may be
accorded scriptural sanction, but only for those who do not belong to the
three self-appointed “upper” castes. Not only is it a low-caste practice,
but it detracts from the Brahmin’s pedagogical responsibilities. Bhakti, in
the opponent’s eyes, is not suited to the serious, scholarly lifestyle of the
Brahmin. Anantadéva defends his own position by pointing out: (a) that
if Brahmins have time to perform frivolous, self-interested soma sacrifices,
then they can surely find the time for some devotional singing,®® (b) that
just because puranas are accessible to “lower” castes does not mean that they
are not also Brahmin texts, and (c) that among the six karmas associated
with full Brahmin status, three of them, including teaching, serve merely
as the source of one’ livelihood and are therefore not absolutely required.
The topic of the six karmas, which refers to a quote in The Laws of Manu
(10.76), became a particular point of contention in determining Brahmin
status in early modern India.®! A so-called full Brahmin was known as a
satkarmi, one entitled to perform six karmas: adhyayana and adhyapana
(studying the Vedas for oneself and teaching them to others), yajana and
yajana (conducting a sacrifice and procuring sacrifice through another), and
dana and pratigraha (giving gifts and accepting gifts). The lesser trikarmi
Brahmin was entitled only to adhyayana, yajana, and pratigraha. However,
Anantadéva says that adhyapana, “teaching,” is not so important in the
larger scheme of things. This suggests that he conceived of teaching in a
broader sense than intended by Manu. It included the array of pedagogical
responsibilities for Brahmin scholars in early modern Banaras. If his teacher
Ramatirtha could simultaneously study philosophy and meditate on God,
then there was no excuse for other scholars. Singing the name of God not
only could but should become a marker of Brahmin identity.

The problem was that God’s name could be sung in any language, in any
place. We have seen in the stories of Eknath that the Brahmins of Banaras
were protective of the Sanskrit language. The same motif recurs in many
bhakti narratives: renegade poets and philosophers are punished for daring
to use the everyday, quotidian language of the people to communicate

adhyapanadivyaprtanam na katharicit samkirtanakalo labhyata iti brahmanétaradhikaram
samkirtanam iti.

60 The implication here is that Vedic ceremonies like the jyotistoma are not obligatory (nitya) but
prompted by a desire for personal gain (kdamya), hence susceptible to the accusation of frivolity.
61 O’Hanlon, “Letters Home,” 224, n. 94.
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religious truths. Anantadéva’s Banarasi contemporary, Madhusiidana
Sarasvati, placed qualifiers on bhakti’s universal appeal. After showing that
the Bhagavata was superlative among scriptures because of its accessibility to
everyday people, Madhusiidana hastened to add that it was not its potential
vernacularity but its antiquity that made it a source of authority: “One may
wonder that if this were the case, then the Bhagavata could be considered just
the same as those works by modern-day poets which talk about Brahman,
since women, Sidras, and the like, are able to listen to them. In response,
Bhagavata 1.1.2 clarifies that the text was ‘composed by the great sage. 7% The
reader is compelled to wonder who these “newfangled poets” (abhinavakavi)
might be, if anything more than the generic straw men that pepper Sanskrit
intellectual writing. If their compositions were available to “women and
Sadras,” the classic formula for those outside the pale of Brahmanical dis-
course, it is unlikely that they would have been in Sanskrit, according to the
language ideology that underpins the use of the term.®* Madhustudana’s rein-
forcement of the Bhagavata’s antiquity suggests an upper-caste anxiety about
the proliferation of subaltern song and a more general resistance to vernac-
ular versions of the Bhagavata. As Hawley concludes in his excursus on ver-
nacular Bhagavatas:

I can well imagine how this remarkable profusion of Bhagavatas by the
late seventeenth century in north India—and the performative mélée that
it implies—might have produced a certain anxiety in groups of Brahmins
who understood the Bhagavata Purdna to be their own special domain.
And then there is the social component. Bhiipati was not a Brahmin but a
Kayasth, and in this he was not alone. A Gujarati named Kesav Kayasth had
composed a Krsnakridakavya in the late fifteenth century, and you may re-
member that Lalac was a halvai: he or someone in his family sold sweets. . ..
Against this polyglot, poly-caste backdrop, did certain Brahmins want to

62 Srimadbhagavatadyaslokatrayasya tika Srimanmadhusidanasarasvatikyta, ed. Sriyuktakrsna-
gopalabhakta (Kalikata: Sriyuktaramaramanabhakta, 1893), 17: nanv évam saty abhinavakavi-
kavyasyapi brahmapratipadakasya strisudradisravanayogyatveéna étattulyata syad ity asankya aha
mahamunikyteé iti. 1 am grateful to Joel Bordeaux for directing me to the appropriate page number in
this edition, published in Bengali script.

5 On the use of the compound strisidradika to mark a vernacular turn of authors’ attention toward
nonelite, quotidian life, see Christian Lee Novetzke, The Quotidian Revolution: Vernacularization,
Religion, and the Premodern Public Sphere in India (New York: Columbia University Press, 2016),
15. Cf. Keune, Shared Food, Shared Devotion, 93-94.
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reassert their own particular capacities and training—and thereby reassert
the power of the original text?

The language of religion, in the case of bhakti, bears on the problem of caste
and gender. Whether or not religion is the historical key to vernacularization
is a question we will not litigate here.®® In Anantadéva’s writing, at least,
there is evidence of tension regarding the propriety of using Sanskrit versus
using vernacular languages for religious purposes. In this seemingly innoc-
uous passage from the Bhaktinirnaya about the grammaticality of speech,
Anantadéva engages with a long tradition of arguments about the ethical
implications of language use in Sanskrit intellectual history:%¢

One should not object by saying that the prohibitions “(A Brahmin) is not
to barbarize” and “This ‘barbarian’ is none other than incorrect speech”
mean that one should not reiterate the glories of God in the vernacular
[bhasa). For since such utterances are enjoined, those prohibitions do not
apply. It is also incorrect to suggest that the prohibitions place a restric-
tion on the injunction that one must sing the names and glories of God,
such that one may only sing in grammatical language [sadhusabda]. For
those prohibitions can be understood to refer to activities (such as everyday
speech) that generally arise from the desire of the people who perform
them (rather than to activities such as singing the names of God, that arise
directly from injunctions that tell us to perform them). It is not as though
we directly hear the injunction “One must sing the names and glories of
God exclusively in grammatical language”®”

¢4 Hawley, A Storm of Songs, 71-72.

65 See Sheldon Pollock, The Language of the Gods in the World of Men: Sanskrit, Culture, and
Power in Premodern India (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2006), 423-436; Cf. Novetzke,
The Quotidian Revolution, 5-19.

 An early discussion of this controversy, which is discussed repeatedly in Mimarhsa, can be
found in the Mahabhasya of the grammarian Patafjali, who famously links linguistic and moral pro-
priety: “Therefore, a Brahmin is not to barbarize. . . . [I]n fact, this barbarian is none other than
that incorrect speech” (tasmad brahmanéna na mlécchitavai. . .. mlécché ha va ésa yad apasabdah).
See S. D. Joshi and J. A. F. Roodbergen, eds., Patafijali’s Vyakarana-Mahabhasya: Paspasahnika
(Pune: University of Poona, 1986), 37-38. Cf. Pollock, The Language of the Gods in the World of Men,
66, n. 53.

67 Bhaktinirnaya, 26: na ca “na mlécchitavai” “mléccho va yad apasabdah”iti nisiddhatvad bhasaya
bhagavadgunanuvado'py akartavya iti vacyam. tasya vihitatvena nisedhapravrtteh. na ca bhagavadg-
unanamakirtanakartavyatavidhér uktanisedhanurodhéna samkoco yuktah sadhusabdeéna éva bhag-
avadgunanamakirtanam iti vacyam. nisedhasya ragapraptavisayakatvenapy upapatteh. na ca évam
saksat rityate sadhusabdéna éva bhagavadgunanamakirtanam kartavyam iti.
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Anantadéva argues, in the technical vocabulary of Mimarhsa, that general
prohibitions against speaking vernacular languages do not override specific
injunctions that require one to sing God’s names. Prohibitions against un-
grammaticality, that is, non-Sanskrit speech, have to do with limiting an ac-
tivity generally taken for granted, like speaking in any way one likes, rather
than with restricting the force of a particular injunction. There is no rule
that one must sing the names of God only in Sanskrit. The issue of whether
grammaticality was a general moral principle or one restricted to the ritual
domain formed a significant point of contention between early modern
Mimarhsakas.®® In his Mimamsakaustubha, the mid-seventeenth-century
scholar Khandadéva, who may have been a relative of the Déva family,*
criticized his colleague Dinakara Bhatta for indiscriminately prohibiting un-
grammatical speech. Khandadéva ultimately agreed with Dinakara’s xeno-
phobic idea that people should guard against learning foreign languages, but
he distinguished carefully between barbarian languages (barbaradibhasa)
and the vernaculars (bhasasabda) used by “all vernacular intellectuals in
their everyday activities as well as in chanting the name and virtues of Hari>”°
Khandadéva appears to speak of such vernacular religious activity as com-
monly accepted, but in Anantadéva we find the matter still unresolved.

By the late seventeenth century, it seems to have become commonplace
to assert a defense of Mimarhsa theism as something eternally present in the
system.”! Sheldon Pollock remarks on this “very sustained and highly unu-
sual” line of argument in the Mimarnisakutithala by Kamalakara Bhatta. Like
Anantadéva, Kamalakara wanted to distinguish himself from those “other”
Mimarsakas who refused the seductions of God’s love. He responded to the
clever jab from the poet ériharsa, cited above, with utter seriousness: “Some
reproach the Mimamsaka with being an atheist and so having no busi-
ness talking about the ‘Way of Faith’ (bhaktimarga). This slur may apply to
some, but as for me, I believe in God.””?> Khandadéva, too, felt uncomfort-
able with the uncompromising atheism of classical Mimarhsa, especially the
position that the deities invoked in the Vedas were no more than linguistic

% Sheldon Pollock, The Ends of Man at the End of Premodernity (Amsterdam: Royal Netherlands
Academy of Arts and Sciences, 2005), 54-57.

69 Pollock, “New Intellectuals,” 18.

70 Pollock, The Ends of Man, 55, 56, n. 92, italics mine.

71 Pollock, “New Intellectuals,” 13-14.

72 Mimamsakutithala, ed. P.N. Pattabhirama Sastri (Varanasi: Sampurnanand Sanskrit University,
1987), 44: nanu nirisvaravadinas té koyam bhaktimargapravesah? patatv ayam pravadasanir
ekadesisu asmakan tv asty éva isvarah. Translated in Pollock, The Ends of Man, 62.
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constructs.”? After reconstructing this view of the early Mimarhsakas,
Khandadéva immediately recoils: “This is the essence of Jaimini’s point of
view. But even in the act of explaining it as such, my lips feel unclean. My
only recourse is to remember God!””* Khandadéva’s student Sambhu Bhatta
comments here that his teacher was responding to the possible criticism that
if one were to deny the materiality of gods altogether, it would be tantamount
to admitting unbelief (nastikatva).” This is a dramatic shift from the clas-
sical tradition. In the Sanskrit introduction to his edition of Kamalakara’s
Mimamsakutithala, P. N. Pattabhirama Sastri offered up a distinction be-
tween practical (yajriika) and philosophical (darsanika) Mimarmsakas, map-
ping onto their respective attitudes toward God. The former invoke him at
the beginning and end of rites and worship an embodied deity (saguna),
while the latter find no purchase in such invocations, but do acknowledge
a formless God (nirguna). At the tail end of those who inherited Mimarsa
as a living discipline, Sastri may have been onto something about what was
motivating his early modern ancestors.

Pollock, however, sees this as an anomaly, a blip in the general tendency
of early modern Mimarhsakas to reentrench old ways of thinking. Since
the idea of a theistic Mimarsa “produced no systemwide change,” Pollock
asserts that “the social and political upheavals . . . of the era left no mark
whatever on the moral vision of mimarisakas (the question of language use
aside)””¢ But why did God-talk find its way into these early modern writings
in the first place, when it was so alien to earlier writing in the discipline? How
did it make its way into a thought-world that was purportedly confident of
its conservatism? Were these isolated instances or symptoms of a shift in the
way the discipline constituted itself ? Even if not, why is “systemwide change”
the measure by which to evaluate the impact of social changes on intellectual
history? Surely there is analytical value in exploring apparent anomalies out-
side the matrix of success or failure. The writings of subsequent generations

73 See Francis X. Clooney, “What’s a God? The Quest for the Right Understanding of dévata in
Brahmanical Ritual Theory (mimarsa),” International Journal of Hindu Studies 1.2 (1997): 337-385.

74 The Bhattadipika of Khandadéva with Prabhavali Commentary of Sambhu Bhatta, vol. 4,
ed. S. Subrahmanya Sastri (Delhi: Sri Satguru Publications, 1987), 202: iti jaiminimataniskarsah.
mama tv évam vadato'pi vani dusyatiti harismaranam éva Saranam. Commenting on this surprising
twist, Francis Clooney perceptively notes that “The discourse on 7§vara—the one truly effective and
real dévata—and the discourse on the myriad dévatds are not entirely distinct; they have perme-
able boundaries, even in the minds of Mimarsakas, who think about both” Clooney, “What’s a
God?) 354.

75 Clooney, “What'sa God?,” 381, n. 17.

76 Pollock, The Ends of Man, 62.
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of the Déva family show us that Anantadévas concerns about bhakti and
Brahmanism did not die with him.

Fathers and Sons

Anantadéva’s son Apadéva became famous for writing a primer on Mimarnsa,
the Mimawsanyayaprakasa. It is still used as an introductory textbook for
students of Mimarnsa to this day. Most of the book is about the hermeneu-
tical principles of Mimarhsa, all of which try to determine the nature of
dharma and the Vedic injunctions that characterize it. The most basic def-
inition of dharma in Mimarhsa is the yajia, the Vedic sacrifice. Performing
this dharma leads to beneficial ends for the yajfia’s patron. They may not be
immediate but can instead show up as rewards after one dies. At the end of
the book, however, Apadéva makes a significant revision to this notion of
dharma: “When performed with reference to the particular thing for which
it has been enjoined, this dharma becomes the cause of that thing. But when
it is performed with the attitude of offering [arpana] to Lord Govinda, it
becomes the cause of the highest good. And there is no dearth of authorita-
tive statements to support such performance with the attitude of surrender.
As stated in the smyti (Bhagavad Gita 9.17): “‘Whatever you do, eat, sacrifice,
donate, or perform as penance, son of Kunti—do that as an offering to me.”””

The account provided here closely follows the Védantic inflection given to
the teaching of karmayoga—which one might call “the practice of everyday
life”—by the Advaita philosopher Sankara in the introduction to his commen-
tary on the Bhagavad Gita. There, Sankara says, “The dharma of worldly life,
meant for worldly prosperity, has been enjoined with respect to people of dif-
ferent castes and stages of life, and leads to the obtaining of various heavenly
stations. Nevertheless, if it is performed with the attitude of offering to God,
without a desire for its results, then it contributes to purity of mind. A pure
mind, by being eligible for the discipline of knowledge, brings about knowl-

edge, and as such becomes the cause of the highest good.””®

77 Mimamsa-Nyaya-Prakasa by Apadéva, ed. Vasudev Shastri Abhyankar (Poona: Bhandarkar
Oriental Research Institute, 1972), 277-278: soyam dharmo yaduddeéséna vihitas taduddesena
kriyamanas  taddhétuh  srigovindarpanabuddhya kriyamanas tu nihsréyasahétuh. na ca
tadarpanabuddhyanusthané pramanabhavah. “yat karosi yad asnasi yaj juhosi dadasi yat yat
tapasyasi kauntéya tat kurusva madarpanam” iti smyteh.

78 Srimadbhagavadgita Anandagiriviracitatikasarvalitasankarabhasyasaméta, ed. Kasinatha
Sastri Agase (Pune: Anandashrama Press, 1896), 7: abhyudayarthdpi yah pravrttilaksans
dharmah varnasramams coddisya vihitah sa devadisthanapraptihétur api sann isvararpanab-
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While the introduction of Védanta into a Mimamsa textbook is interesting
in its own right, there is more to Apadéva’s conclusion than a mere reitera-
tion of Sankara’s thinking. For in a stanza that immediately follows his claim
about the attitude of “offering to God” (arpana) he stresses that it is bhakti for
God that infuses the whole scholarly enterprise:

Where am I, of dull mind,

and where this textbook that
conforms to Bhatta Mimarhsa?

As such, this is but a play of bhakti
to the feet of Govinda and my guru.””

This talk of bhakti, let alone playfulness, appears incongruous in a work of
Mimarnsa. However, Apadéva had precedents for his expression of devo-
tional piety. We find here echoes of a stanza from Sridhara Svami’s commen-
tary on the Bhagavata Purana:

Where am I, of dull mind,

and where this churning of the milky ocean?
What place has a tiny atom

where Mount Mandara itself sinks?%

Apadéva may have wanted to link the Gita’s concept of arpana to the
Bhagavata Purana precisely because Sridhara himself had done so earlier
in his commentary on Bhagavata 11.2.36, a virtual restatement of Bhagavad
Gita 9.17.8" Like his father, Apadéva was a thoroughgoing krsnabhakta.
According to his son Anantadéva II, not only was Apadéva learned in all
scholarly disciplines, but he was born “solely for the purpose of showing the

uddhya‘nusthiyamanah  sattvasuddhayé bhavati phalabhisandhivarjitah. Suddhasattvasya ca
jhananisthayogyatapraptidvaréna jianotpattihétutvéna ca nihsréyasahétutvam api pratipadyate.

79 Mimarisa-Nyaya-Prakasa, 278:
kvaham mandamatih kvéyam prakriya bhattasammata
iti bhakteér vilaso'yam govindagurupadayoh.

80 Bhavarthabodhini, 13:
kvaham mandamatih kvedam manthanam ksiravaridhéh
kim tatra paramanur vai yatra majjati mandarah.

The motif of self-deprecating comparison, of course, is an old one in Sanskrit literature. See, for
example, the second stanza of Kalidasa’s Raghuvamsa.
81 Bhavarthabodhini, 627.
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true Vaisnava path.”? We would likely see more evidence of this zealousness
in Apadéva’s unpublished Bhaktikalpataru, where “there is ample descrip-
tion of the modes and regulations of God’s worship, including the festival of
swinging baby Krsna’s cradle”® It should not be a surprise, then, that his re-
ligious commitments filtered into his scholarly writing. Although Apadéva’s
navigation of the terrain between bhakti and Mimarhsa seems inchoate, it
was by no means an isolated phenomenon. His nephew Babadéva picked
up on his uncle’s citation of Bhagavad Gitd 9.17 in a work called the Arpana-
mimamsa.3* As its title portends, the Arpanamimanmsa used the language of
Mimarhsa to explicate the concept of arpana, offering one’s actions to God.
It attempts to understand the nature of the injunction “Do this as an offering
to me.” In his opening remarks, Babadéva explains the purpose of this stanza
for Mimarnsa:

As we all know, in this twelve-chapter Parva Mimarhsa system, the great
sage Jaimini analyzed several principles connected with the performance
of every dharma, including: the different means of valid knowledge, the
application of subordinate rites, the sequence of performance, eligibility
for ritual activity, analogical extension, and the relevant adjustments and
restrictions on the elements to be extended. But even after having care-
fully studied and performed these dharmas, people experience significant
suffering, such as having to return to the mortal world after enjoying the
pleasures of heaven. Seeing this state of affairs and unable to tolerate it, God,
the very embodiment of compassion, under the pretext of teaching Arjuna,
explained the means to liberation in the following stanza: “Whatever you

do, eat, sacrifice, donate, or perform as penance, son of Kunti—do that as

an offering to me”®®

82 Mathurasetu, MS SAN 2638, British Library, f. 46v: sakalasastrarthatattvavidvaisnavasanmarg-
apratipadanaikaprayojanagrhitavatara.

8 Mathurasétu, f. 45r: bhagavatpujavidhih . . . dolotsavadina vidhaparicaryavidhisahitah
sapramanah vistarosmattatacaranasamkalpotthité bhaktikalpataray éva niripito'sti.

84 In the colophons to both his works, Babadéva says that he is the son of Baladéva, son of
Anantadéva (sometimes written Anandadéva). Two verses cited by Babadéva in the Arpanamimanmsa
as being his grandfather’s correspond to verses in Anantadéva’s Manonurafijananataka. See V.
Krishnamacharya, “Adhikaranadar§a of Babadéva,” Adyar Library Bulletin 14.1 (1950): 49-55.
The editor of the Manonurafijana notes that one of the manuscripts used for the printed edition
appears to have stayed in the family, as it belonged to Babadévas son Jagannathadéva. See The
Manonurafijana Nataka (Sanskrit introduction), 3.

85 Arpanamimarmsa, MS 40 C.5, Adyar Library, Chennai, ff. 3-4: iha khalu jaiminimaharsina
athato  dharmajijiiasetyadi  prabhutvadav ijyam  sarvavarnanam syad ityantadhikaranair
dvadasalaksanapiurvamimamsayam sarvadharmeésu pramanabheédasésaprayuktikramadhikarati-
desohabadhatantraprasanga vicaritah. tatraivamvidhavicaritair api dharmair anusthitair janasya
svargadibhogottarakalikamartyalokapravésadiriupaduhkhatisayadarsanat tadasahisnur bhagavan
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Babadéva proceeds to go into exhaustive detail about the grammatical com-
position of the words in the sentence, in order to understand how exactly
the injunction in the verse works, as he would with any other Vedic injunc-
tion. This is fundamentally a work of Mimarsa, replete with arguments that
draw upon properly Mimarsa discursive topics. If Apadéva’s citation of the
Gitawas ancillary to the primary focus of his textbook, the Arpanamimarsa
sought to make the Gita an essential part of Mimarsa intellectual produc-
tion. It was an elaboration of Apadéva’s citation into a full-fledged theistic
hermeneutics. We might understand Apadévas textbook as a guide for
students, How to Do Mimamsa (and Get Rich Trying), and Babadéva’s essay
as a supplement, How to Do Mimarsa (and Feel Good about It).

The influence of Védanta upon Apadéva’s and Babadéva’s writing is not
incidental to their interest in bhakti. In the previous chapter we saw that
early Mimarhsakas relegated the content of the Upanisads to marginally
helpful notions about a permanent self that allowed a ritual agent to under-
stand that he may enjoy the fruits of his action in the future. While Védantins
selectively applied Mimarhsa principles to their study of the Upanisads,
Mimarmsakas took little interest in their self-proclaimed hermeneutical
successors. The two remained at cross-purposes when it came to the means
to liberation, the concept of God, the value of epic and puranic literature,
and whether or not ritual action could materially effect soteriological ends.
The situation appears to have changed considerably in the early modern pe-
riod. Several works on Mimarhsa at this time were written by people who
had clear commitments to Vedantic exposition and vice versa. This was true
not only of the Dévas, who wrote on both Mimarsa and Advaita Védanta,
but also of other families in early modern Banaras, like the Bhattas. The
Bhatta family made a concerted effort to reconcile the two historically ad-
versarial intellectual traditions. Kamalakara Bhatta’s cousin Nilakantha
Bhatta remembered his father, Sankara Bhatta, as the fusion of two historical
individuals, Sankara and Kumarila Bhatta. While the two had demonstrated

karunamiirtir arjunopadeésakaitavena muktyupayam kathayamasa— “yatkarosi yadasnasi yajjuhosi
dadasi yat yattapasyasi kauntéya tatkurusva madarpanam’ iti.

86 See Chakravarthi Ram-Prasad, “Knowledge and Action I: Means to the Human End in Bhatta
Mimarhsa and Advaita Vedanta,” Journal of Indian Philosophy 28.1 (2000): 1-24; Chakravarthi Ram-
Prasad, “Knowledge and Action II: Attaining Liberation in Bhatta Mimarnsa and Advaita Vedanta,”
Journal of Indian Philosophy 28.1 (2000): 25-41; Aleksandar Uskokov, “Deciphering the Hidden
Meaning: Scripture and the Hermeneutics of Liberation in Early Advaita Vedanta” (Ph.D. diss.,
University of Chicago, 2018), 367-372.
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contradictory paths to liberation, in his father they took on a single form, and
through him adopted “non-duality between the Mimarhsakas.”®”
Kamalakara’s own essay collection, the Mimarmsakutithala, contained
a lengthy essay on the issue of whether or not liberation can be achieved
through a combination of knowledge and action (jianakarmasamuccaya).3®
In this essay, Kamalakara reconstructs the intellectual history of this de-
bate in Mimarhsa and Advaita Védanta. Kamalakara argues, quite against
the grain, that the Mimarhsa view of liberation is not different from that of
Védanta. He deploys fragments from Kumarila Bhatta’s lost writings to argue
that he was sympathetic to Védanta, but in a qualified sense, in order to make
room for the continued performance of ritual actions after the arising of
knowledge. That he reframes the debate in this way already indicates a crea-
tive act, one that prefigured modern scholarship on the subject of Kumarila’s
affiliations.?? He goes on to add a dimension to the topic that none of its pre-
vious participants would have entertained, and it is here that Mimamsa,
Védanta, and bhakti come together. Kamalakara asks his Védantin interloc-
utor why he believes that actions, karma, can only be a precursor to knowl-
edge, jiiana, and not independently capable of leading to liberation. For
there are thousands of statements from a range of scriptures about actions
that do lead directly to liberation, such as dying in Kasi, bathing in its holy
waters, giving gifts in Gaya, and, most pertinently, bhakti for God. Even if the
Védantin thinks that Vedic ritual is meaningless, he would not say the same

87 The Vyavaharamayiikha of Bhatta Nilakantha, ed. P. V. Kane (Poona: Bhandarkar Oriental
Research Institute, 1926), 1:

virodhimargadvayadarsanartham
dvedha babhuvatra parah puman yah
srisankaro bhatta ihaikaripo
mimamsakadvaitam uricakara.

8 For a comparable discussion in Anantadéva II’s Bhattalarikdra, a commentary on his father’s
Mimarhsa primer, see Mimansa Nyaya Prakasa by Apadeva with a Commentary Called Bhattalankar
by Pandit Ananta Deva, ed. M. M. Sri Lakshmana Sastri (Benares: Vidya Vilas Press, 1921), 489-
497. Perhaps in response to Kamalakara, however, Anantadéva II reiterates the views of the twelfth-
century Mimarhsaka Parthasarathi Misra against Somésvara Bhatta, particularly on the subject of
whether or not liberation involves the experience of joy. On the “scholastic turn” in late Mimarhsa,
where works are structured around doctrinal splits between Parthasarathi and Someésvara, see
Lawrence McCrea, “Playing with the System: Fragmentation and Individualization in Late Pre-
colonial Mimarhsa,” Journal of Indian Philosophy 36.5 (2008): 577-578. Apadeva is generally held
to support Parthasarathi’s position when it gets down to brass tacks. See Franklin Edgerton, The
Mimansa Nyaya Prakasa orApadevz' (Delhi: Sri Satguru Publications, 1986), 7.

89 See John Taber, “Kumarila the Vedantin?” 159-184 and Kiyotaka Yoshimizu, “Kumarila’s
Reevaluation of the Sacrifice and the Veda from a Vedanta Perspective,” 201-253, both in Mimarmsa
and Vedanta: Interaction and Continuity, ed. Johannes Bronkhorst (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass,
2007). Cf. Roque Mesquita, “Die Idee der Erlosung bei Kumarila Bhatta,” Wiener Zeitschrift fiir die
Kunde Siidasiens 38 (1994): 451-484.
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about devotional activity. For both you and I, he says to his opponent, are
equally dedicated to sacred texts like the Bhagavad Gita (11.53-54) and the
Bhagavata Purana (11.20.29-30). These texts say that bhakti supersedes all
other means to liberation. The Védantin has little ground to privilege some
scriptural statements over others on this topic.”

This is the discussion that comprises Kamalakara’s “sustained and highly
unusual” defense of Mimamsa theism, in Pollock’s words, culminating in his
refutation of the well-worn charge that Mimarhsakas are atheists.”! It would
be highly unusual only if we did not have evidence for exactly this sort of
incorporation of bhakti in the wider world of early modern scholarship.
Perhaps the point is to search not for “systemwide change” (pace Pollock)
but for change we can believe in. I have noted the gradual yet unmistakable
shifts in the discursive registers of an intellectual tradition. These shifts do
not take place at the level of doctrine but are present in new hermeneutical
concerns. In the case of the Dévas and Bhattas, the majority of their peda-
gogical activity was conducted in the realm of Mimarhsa and Vedanta, but
their personal religious commitments had an equally significant effect on
their scholarly careers. The question that remains is if their “formal and tech-
nical concerns can be mapped onto the social changes of the early modern

world.”??

Scholarship, Society, and Social History

Bhakti, it was once said, was a movement, a wave.”> While the scholars in
this chapter sought to demonstrate the compatibility of their intellectual
traditions with everyday religious practices, some philosophers found
themselves “swimming against the tide” of this intellectual culture.** Recall
Anantadeva’s portrayal of the “new” logicians, openly disdaining their elders
and sneering at their colleagues. Perhaps this was more than literary flair. The

9 Mimamsakutihala, 40-43.

1 A more thorough understanding of Kamalakara’s views on Mimarnsa and Védanta would be
possible if one were to study his unpublished Vedantakautithala, a book that he mentions at the end
of his Santiratna. See K. Madhava Krishna Sarma, “The Védantakautihala of Kamalakarabhatta,”
Poona Orientalist 9.1-2 (1944): 70-72.

°2 O’Hanlon and Minkowski, “What Makes People Who They Are?” 410.

% John Stratton Hawley, A Storm of Songs: India and the Idea of the Bhakti Movement
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2015), 52-55.

% Andrew Nicholson, “Review of The Lost Age of Reason: Philosophy in Early Modern India 1450~
1700, by Jonardon Ganeri,” Journal of the American Oriental Society 133.1 (2013): 160.
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conflict between scholars of Mimarsa and Navya Nyaya in early modern
India often mapped onto regional animosity, Banaras being the stronghold
of the former and Mithila and Bengal the site of the latter.”> Early modern
Bengal was also home to large-scale Vaisnava bhakti, represented not only by
poets and scholars of the Gaudiya Vaisnava community inspired by Caitanya
Mahaprabhu, but also by a boom in temple construction sponsored by
the rulers of the Malla polity.”® For poets and politicians in this period, as
Samuel Wright shows, the concept of joy (priti) as the human being’s love for
God—and not, importantly, God’s own happiness—both enabled devotees
to form individual relationships with God and justified the construction of
temples where kings and commoners alike could take pleasure in God.”” In
the seventeenth century, Bengali scholars of Navya Nyaya like Gadadhara
Bhattacarya responded to this pervasion of bhakti in literary and political
culture, this joyous linking of the human with the divine, by writing essays
about how God cannot be a locus of priti. In doing so, according to Wright,
they were actually arguing that “joy cannot be used to build political and
social space in Western Bengal”®® Instead, priti was profoundly human for
the Nyaya intellectuals, exemplified in the way that they gave meaning to
the social space of Bengal, which they associated with “Sanskrit logic of the
highest caliber”®® Rather than being the land of love for God, then, Bengal
for these scholars was an object of “logical pathos,” a sense of belonging to
“an integrated philosophical community” particular to this region above
all others.!% Whether or not Gadadhara had specific people in mind when

101

he criticized the facile equation of joy and divine love,'°* Wright’s argument

that his intellectual intervention had a bearing on verylocal developments in
Bengali politics and society is persuasive.

The Dévas’ vigorous defense and propagation of an intellectually savvy
bhakti tradition, however much it drew on canonical Sanskrit texts, similarly

9 Consider the story of the Banarasi scholar Narayana Bhatta besting his colleagues from Mithila
and Bengal in a debate held at the home of a high-ranking Mughal officer, about whether or not
Brahmins were entitled to be fed at sraddha ceremonies. See Shastri, “Dakshini Pandits at Benares,”
9-10. For regional conflicts between Nyaya scholars of Mithila and Bengal, see Wright, A Time of
Novelty, 118-119.

% Wright, A Time of Novelty, 97-125.

97 Wright, A Time of Novelty, 105-116.

8 Wright, A Time of Novelty, 99.

9 Wright, A Time of Novelty, 118.

100 ‘Wright, A Time of Novelty, 123.

101 Wright understands the dévatdcaitanyavadi in Gadadhara’s essay to be a direct reference to
“Lord Caitanya,” but I think it is more likely that it means “one who believes that God is conscious-
ness.” See Wright, A Time of Novelty, 104.
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reflects their attention to regional social affairs. While this was true more
generally of the Brahmin assemblies of Banaras, who adjudicated matters
of social and religious dispute from the provincial towns of their origin,
the Dévas had specific religious communities in mind. Anantadéva II, for
example, composed a Vaisnava ritual manual called the Mathurasetu that
aimed to explain the greatness of the city of Mathura “by generating sat-
isfaction for those of you living there itself, as you sing the glories of and
take as your sole refuge the God who goes by the names Hari, Késava, and
Govinda1%? Probably modeled on the Tristhalisétu of Narayana Bhatta, a
Brahmin pilgrim’s guide to the city of Banaras, the Mathurasetu describes
the glory of various holy sites in Mathura and the appropriate rites to ob-
serve.l%® Anantadéva II quotes both his father’s Bhaktikalpataru, mentioned
earlier, and his grandfather’s Bhaktinirnaya and Bhaktisata, an unpublished
set of one hundred stanzas in praise of Krsna.!% Part 2 of the Mathurasetu
describes the methods of proper Vaisnava initiation and practice for those
inhabitants of Mathura who wish to develop “joy towards Lord Krsna’
(Srikrsnapriti), not unlike those Bengali Vaisnavas who, under the Mughal
aegis, had begun to reconstruct the city of Brindavan both in its actual phys-
ical location and in their own polities.!®> Other apparent similarities with
the Gaudiyas include the discourse of bhaktirasa, “which takes the form of
loving devotion, having delight as its stable emotion, enveloped in an incom-
parable ecstasy that manifests through the aid of all the aesthetic factors”10¢
But the similarities go only so far. The Mathurasetu also draws
upon an early sixteenth-century Tantric manual of Rama worship, the
Ramarcanacandrikd, even reproducing in the manuscript a diagram of
107

syllables to be used for esoteric recitation by Vaisnava initiates.'’” Rama

102 Mathurasetu, f. 1v: mathuramandalamahimanan tatraiva satam harikésavagovindanamanam
ananyasaranatayd bhajatam tatrabhavatam santosajananéna [lacuna] pradarsayamah.

103 See Richard Salomon, ed. and trans., The Bridge to the Three Holy Cities: The Samanya-
praghattaka of Narayana Bhatta’s Tristhalisetu (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1985).

104 See Mathurasetu, f. 42r-43v. For a brief description of the Bhaktisata manuscript in the British
Library, which was lost at sea on a transatlantic journey, see Catalogue of the Sanskrit Manuscripts of
the Library of the India Office, part 4, ed. Ernst Windisch and Julius Eggeling (London: Secretary of
State for India in Council, 1894), 829-830. I thank Pasquale Manzo for delivering this sad news to me
with great sympathy.

195 Mathurasetu, f. 30r: mathuravasinam nipam srikysnapritim icchatam tatkaranani vaksyami
sapramanani samprati. On the Bengali Vaisnavas and Brindavan, see Wright, A Time of Novelty, 115
and Hawley, A Storm of Songs, 150-179.

106 Mathurasetu, f. 43v: ata éva imam éva prémabhaktirapar ratyakhyasthayibhavam vibhavadis-
ahakarénabhivyaktaniratiSayanandaparisvaktam bhaktirasam ahuh.

107 For the diagram, see Mathurdsétu, f. 30v, in the lower right corner. It appears immediately
after Anantadéva’s discussion of the appropriate times and customs of initiation (diksakala). On the
Ramarcanacandrika, see Hans Bakker, “Reflections on the Evolution of Rama Devotion in the Light
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devotion in northern India especially flourished from the eleventh and
twelfth centuries onward. Sanskrit texts such as the Agastyasarihita and
Ramapirvatapaniya Upanisad describe Rama both as a being beyond all
attributes (nirguna) and as an object of personal worship (saguna).!% The
combination of Advaita Védanta with bhakti was well-established in the
Rama-bhakti tradition. Subsequent texts like the Adhyatma Ramayana
would go on to influence the Ramanandi order of ascetics and the
Avadhi-language Ramcaritmanas by Tulsidas in the sixteenth century.!?”
Anandavana, author of the Ramarcanacandrika, claimed a direct lineage
to Advaita authors from Gaudapada to Sankara and Suréévara.l® These
Rama texts, like the Bhagavannamakaumudi on which Anantadéva wrote
a commentary, also proclaimed the salvific power of reciting the mantra of
Rama’s name.!!! It is possible that Anantadéva’s guru, Ramatirtha, owed his
“amazing” ability to combine philosophical inquiry and religious practice to
this North Indian milieu of Rama-bhakti.

What, then, of the Dévas’ Maharashtrian sensibilities, especially given
their purported connection to the Brahmin bhakta Eknath? How did the
Dévas’ regional identities contribute to those percolating debates on what it
meant to be a Brahmin in the sixteenth century and beyond? For more con-
crete evidence of the Dévas’ local connections, instead of turning to Eknath,
we might consider another Maharashtrian saint figure from the seventeenth
century: Ramdas. Although Anantadéva II spent his life in Banaras and
his absentee patron lived in Almora, Uttarakhand, he taught students from
all over the subcontinent. One of his students was Raghunatha Navahasta,
a protégé of Queen Dipabai of Thanjavur.!'? Raghunatha made sure to let

of Textual and Archeological Evidence,” Wiener Zeitschrift fiir die Kunde Siidasiens 31 (1987): 24
andn.77.

198 Hans Bakker, Ayodhya, part 1 (Groningen: Egbert Forsten, 1986), 67-181. Cf. Hans Bakker,
“An Old Text of the Rama Devotion: The Agastyasarihita,” in Navonmesah: Mahamahopadhyaya
Gopinath Kaviraj Commemoration Volume (Varanasi: M. M. Gopinah Kaviraj Centenary
Celebration Committee, 1987), 300-306; Bakker, “Reflections on the Evolution of Rama
Devotion,” 9-42.

109 Bakker, Ayodhya, 122-124. Cf. Michael Allen, “Sita’s Shadow: Vedantic Symbolism in the
Adhyatma-Ramayana,” Journal of Vaishnava Studies 20.1 (2011): 81-102.

110 Bakker, Ayodhya, 123, n. 10.

11 Bakker, Ayodhya, 119-124; Bakker, “An Old Text of the Rama Devotion,” 302-303. Cf. Hans
Bakker, “Rama Devotion in a Saiva Holy Place;” in Patronage and Popularisation, Pilgrimage and
Procession: Channels of Transcultural Translation and Transmission in Early Modern South Asia, ed.
Heidi Rika Maria Pauwels (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 2009), 67-79.

112 p K. Gode, “The Identification of Raghunatha, the Protégé of Queen Dipabai of Tanjore and
His Contact with Saint Ramadasa—Between A.D. 1648 and 1682, in Studies in Indian Literary
History, vol. 2 (Bombay: Singhi Jain Sastra Sikshapith, 1954), 404-415.
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his readers know that he was close with his teacher, frequently referring to
himself in colophons as “Anantadéva’s own” (anantadéviya) and “blessed
by Anantadéva” (anantadévanugrhita). After leaving Banaras, Raghunatha
became the personal instructor of the itinerant Marathi Brahmin preacher
Samartha Ramdas. As a specialist in ancient lore (puranik), Raghunatha was
appointed priest at the Rama temple of Chaphal, in Satara district, where
Ramdas set up a large seminary. Halfway between Pune and Kolhapur, the
Chaphal Math was the center of Ramdas’s activities. Raghunatha occupied
this position until 1683 ck, when political turmoil prompted him to settle in
Maratha Thanjavur under the patronage of Queen Dipabai. Here he turned
to writing works of epic poetry and popular science, including recipe books
and consumer catalogues, in both Sanskrit and Marathi for a courtly audi-
ence. Raghunatha appears to have moved easily between the world of “high”
Brahmanical learning in Banaras, the very local responsibilities of a temple
priest affiliated with a celebrated saint, and the consumerist appetites of a
newly transplanted Marathi elite in South India.!'® As a puranik, a scholar
versed in the purana tradition, Raghunatha would have been able to me-
diate between elite and popular worlds as part of his very profession.!!*
Raghunatha’s Janardana-Mahédaya, a Sanskrit manual of Vaisnava ritual,
may have owed its sections on Rama and Hanuman worship to the influence
of the saint’s popular activities, and vice versa.!’> Raghunatha was, in this
sense, the Dévas’ true protégé, not by reproducing and building upon their
intellectual expertise but as a scholar constantly reinventing himself: for
pious flocks of devotees, for midlevel military officials, and for elite men and
women of the Thanjavur court. It is likely through the network of Ramdast
institutions, and perhaps through Raghunatha himself, that the Dévas’
writings reached the South.

Ramdas, for his part, represents the Dévas’ inverse: a charismatic
preacher first, and a scriptural exegete second. While he did know some

13 See Anand Venkatkrishnan, “Leaving Kashi: Sanskrit Knowledge and Cultures of
Consumption in Eighteenth-Century South India,” The Indian Economic and Social History Review
57.4(2020): 567-581.

114 Cf. V. Narayana Rao, “Purana,” in The Hindu World, ed. Sushil Mittal and Gene Thursby
(New York: Routledge, 2004), 114: “A typical pauranika . .. chooses a section of a Purana for a dis-
course, reads out a portion of the text in Sanskrit or the regional language, and comments on it,
incorporating material from other similar texts and expanding on their relevance to that specific
place and point in time.”

115 p K. Gode, “A Rare Manuscript of Janardana Mahodaya by Raghunatha Ganesa Navahasta,
Friend of Saint Ramadasa—Between A.D. 1640 and 1682,” in Studies in Indian Literary History, vol. 2
(Bombay: Singhi Jain Sastra Sikshapith, 1954), 416-424.
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Sanskrit, everything that he wrote was in Marathi.!'® His most famous
Marathi composition, the Dasbodh, mirrors many of the texts of Rama-
bhakti described previously. The Dasbodh espouses a broadly Advaita
Vedanta philosophy while foregrounding popular practices of bhakti,
in particular the practice of kirtan, devotional singing, which in some
instances was to be followed by Védantic exposition.!'” The Dasbodh
also provides a fascinating description of the social space of the Ramdasi
community. At the beginning of the eighth chapter, “A Description of
the Audience” (sabhavarnana), Ramdas cites a famous Sanskrit stanza
where the god Visnu says that he dwells wherever his bhaktas gather to
sing. Ramdas translates the stanza into Marathi and proceeds to explain
what makes this assembly (sabha) so special: “Here there is the love-filled
singing of bhaktas, God’s sacred utterances, songs about God, exegesis of
the Vedas, stories from the puranas. God’s glories are recounted, there are
dialogues on all sorts of interpretive problems, the science of the inner
self (is studied), and debates rage over difference and non-difference.
Conversation results in satisfactory conclusions, removes doubts, and sets
minds to meditation.”*'® Not only is there a prominent place here for bhakti,
but scholarly inquiry also finds a welcome home, just as the Dévas would
have wanted. The chapter goes on to list the motley crew that comprises
the sabha, ranging from “staff-wielders, dreadlocked ascetics, and Nath
yogis wearing earrings” (dandadhari jatadhari nathpanthi mudradhari)
to “tricksy logicians and great poets” (dhirta tarkika kavisvara) and
“scholars and storytellers, virtuosos and Vedicists” (pandit ani puranik
vidvams ani vaidik)."*® If we juxtapose this vignette from the Dasbodh
alongside the “assemblies” we have seen so far, the dharmasabha and
panditasabha, we find yet another noncourtly public space for intellectual,
literary, and religious activity. The Dasbodh’s sabha claims to be a space for
different participants with different interests and capabilities. At first blush
its description may appear hyperreal, a literary exaggeration. Yet it could
very well resemble the Dévas’ own multipurpose milieu of early modern
Banaras. Far from being restricted to the self-professedly elite assembly

116 Wilbur S. Deming, Ramdas and the Ramdasis (New Delhi: Vintage Books, 1990 [1928]), 31-32.

17 Deming, Ramdas and the Ramdasis, 90-100, 120.

U8 Sridasabodha (Pune: Bhat ani Mandali, 1915), 13 (1.8.4-6): prémala bhaktarici gayané |
bhagavadvakyeém harikirtanem | vedavyakhyana puranasravana | jéthém nirantara || paramesvarace
gunanuvada | nana niripanamcé samvada | adhyatmavidya bhédabhéda- | mathana jethé || nana
samadhaném typti | nana asamkanivrtti | cittim baise dhyanamirti | vagvilasem ||

19 Syidasabodha, 14 (1.8.10-16).
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of the Muktimandapa, the Dévas’ sabha covered much more ground than
that of top-down Brahmanical jurisprudence. It encompassed different lin-
guistic registers, intellectual disciplines, and religious worldviews.

At the same time, all of these sabhas were fundamentally Brahmin-
dominated spaces. When I referred to the “demotic” character of bhakti
in the introduction to this chapter, I deliberately did not mean “demo-
cratic”'? In this sense, the connection between Ramdas and the Dévas is
quite easy to understand. Ramdas is primarily remembered for his disputed
role in the regime of the Maratha king Shivaji, a relationship that has been
interpreted variously at different historical junctures by those with dif-
ferent political sensibilities.!?! In terms of his basic social views, however,
even sympathetic commentators acknowledge that “Ramdas . . . was not a
social reformer. He accepted the Hindu social system as he found it. ... While
the Svami was friendly with low castes, he did not make a definite place for
them in the movement; and the low-caste element has never held the place
of honour among Ramdasis that it has at Pandharpar’'?? For some, Ramdas
remained the exemplary case of bhakti’s inability to maintain a critical edge
in early modernity, stamping out the possibility of reformation.!?® As Anna
Schultz notes in her work on Marathi devotional performance and Hindu
nationalism, Ramdas broke from the egalitarian varkari tradition, upheld
Brahmanical hierarchies, encouraged involvement in politics, and laid “the
musical and political foundations for rastriya (nationalist) kirtan in the sev-
enteenth century”!?* If the Dévas had given up their scholarly careers to be-
come full-time musical performers, they would have found kindred spirits
among the followers of Ramdas.

What should we make, then, of Anantadéva II's self-proclaimed con-
nection to Eknath, a much more troublesome social figure, albeit no less
Brahmin? It may be that, in some cases, “Brahmin actors felt the bhakti

120 On the question of bhakti and the “democratic spirit,” see Keune, Shared Food, Shared
Devotion, 60-65.

121 Prachi Deshpande, Creative Pasts: Historical Memory and Identity in Western India, 1700~
1960 (New York: Columbia University Press, 2007), 131-132, 183-188.

122 Deming, Ramdas and the Ramdasis, 212.

123 See Veena Naregal, “Language and Power in Precolonial Western India: Textual Hierarchies,
Literate Audiences, and Colonial Philology,” The Indian Economic and Social History Review 37.3
(2000): 264: “[Ramdas’s] prolific compositions reveal that by the late seventeenth century vernacular
devotional expression was patently less anti-hierarchical and more inclined to uphold the benefits of
institutional structures in the religious and political spheres.”

124 Anna Schultz, Singing a Hindu Nation: Marathi Devotional Performance and Nationalism
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 26.
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impulse deeply enough to train its mirror willingly on the regressive habits
associated with the class to which they themselves belonged.”'?> Christian
Novetzke suggests instead that we attend to the “literary-performative” field
of bhakti in which poets and saints articulated a public critique of caste.!?®
When Brahmin performers of Marathi kirtan presented a caricature of
the greedy, foolish, orthodox Brahmin, they discursively separated “bad
Brahmins” from “Brahmanism” in general. According to Novetzke, Eknath
was one such “Brahmin double,” both a critic of caste and an upholder of
the status quo, simultaneously transgressing the social norms of Brahmin

dharma and maintaining the institution.!?’

The Dévas, too, spent quite
a bit of time criticizing Brahmin scholars for their haughtiness. Of course,
that critique belonged to a very different social context: the very city where
Eknath purportedly had to face the wrath of the Brahmin establishment for
his Marathi commentary on the Bhdgavata. But if, in the cultural memory
of Marathi bhakti, Banaras was painted as the stronghold of oppressive
Brahmanical orthodoxy, what were the Dévas trying to accomplish with their
version of bhakti? Why did they argue that it was perfectly acceptable to use
vernacular languages to sing God’s name when they did not write a word of
Marathi?'?® Why did they write vast compendia of Mimarhsa, Védanta, and
dharmasastra, only to insist that loving God was the greatest thing to which
a person could aspire? One could say that, like the members of the “religious
republic of letters” in early modern Europe, scholarly life for the Dévas was
“synonymous with the quest for transcendence, the desire for salvation, and
the longing for God.”'?° But there is more than personal religiosity at play
here. The Dévas were deeply invested in the social consequences of bhakti.
This did not mean that they transgressed caste boundaries; quite to the con-
trary, they reinforced them on the very ground of bhakti. Their critique of
caste was a critique of the scholarly caste and its casual disregard for the
rhythms of divine love. Perhaps the Dévas were trying to refract the notion of

125 Hawley, A Storm of Songs, 7.

126 Christian Novetzke, “The Brahmin Double: The Brahminical Construction of Anti-
Brahminism and Anti-caste Sentiment in the Religious Cultures of Precolonial Maharashtra,” South
Asian History and Culture 2.2 (2011): 232-252.

127 Novetzke, “The Brahmin Double,” 243.

128 Although none of the Dévas wrote a word of Marathi, the space for vernacular communication
among scholarly families was probably wider than the extant written record may reveal. Consider
the example of the Girvanavanmaifijari by Dhundiraja, a Sanskrit primer that translated Marathi
idioms into Sanskrit for everyday use in Banaras. See Madhav Deshpande, “On Vernacular Sanskrit,”
in Sanskrit and Prakrit: Sociolinguistic Issues, ed. Madhav Deshpande (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass,
1993),33-51.

129 Furey, Erasmus, Contarini, and the Religious Republic of Letters, 13.
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the “Brahmin double” in a social world where upper-caste identity was being
constantly threatened, renegotiated, and—that perennial Brahmin anxiety—
corrupted. They did not just engage in theoretical reflection on how to de-
fine “being Brahmin.”*® They worked it out in debate, in deliberation, and
in drama. To be a “good” Brahmin, it was not enough to master a scholarly
discipline. One had to show the appropriate comportments of humility and
worship and offer up (arpana) one’s accomplishments to God. Perhaps
invoking Eknath was the Dévas’ way of reminding themselves of this.!3!

The question that drives this chapter is how we should study the in-
fluence of popular religious movements on intellectual life. By “popular”
I mean the multilingual traditions of poetry, performance, and pilgrimage
that constituted the bhakti networks of early modern India. I have argued
that, in the case of the Dévas, their intellectual interests were sparked by
texts and traditions from a wider range than generally comprised the astric
scope of the Brahmin elite of Banaras. The Dévas experienced the city as a
competitive, hypercritical, and very worldly arena in which scholarly pride
and the lure of passing celebrity drove out the very possibility of artless reli-
gious sentiment. In both scholarly and polemical writings, they argued that
the everyday practices of bhakti—specifically, the public acts of singing,
storytelling, and sermonizing—were appropriate not just for women and
lower castes but for Brahmins like themselves as well. In the eyes of the
Dévas’ opponents, these practices were ones Brahmins should avoid be-
cause they interfered with their academic careers. The Dévas, on the
other hand, believed that their scholarship was enhanced by bhakti. They
wanted to be remembered not only as excellent scholars but also as faithful
devotees. It was important to them to be the right kind of Brahmin, one
who wielded both spiritual and social power and remained uncorrupted
by the temptations of the new intellectual economy. Bhakti reminded the
Dévas of where they came from, a provinciality that reared its head even in
the universalist language of Sanskrit scholarship. Their personal religious

130 Cf. Samuel Wright, “History in the Abstract: ‘Brahman-ness’ and the Discipline of Nyaya in
Seventeenth-Century Varanasi,” Journal of Indian Philosophy 44.5 (2016): 1041-1069.

BB Cf. Adheesh Sathaye, Crossing the Lines of Caste: Visvamitra and the Construction of
Brahmin Power in Hindu Mythology (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015), 143-144: “As
Kunal Chakrabarti explains, puranic literature served as a ‘cultural resource which enabled little
communities to transform themselves into a regional community which could be culturally identified
and territorially demarcated. . .. Brahmin pauranikas engaged in similar modes of identification, al-
beit in the elite register of Sanskrit, but nevertheless based on regionalized evaluations of the binary
opposition between being Brahmin and becoming the Other kind of Brahmin?”
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commitments prompted them to change the very frameworks and aims of
Mimarsa and Vedanta, those systems of Sanskrit knowledge which were
so often impervious to the world around them. For bhakti was on the move
in early modern India, and it moved scholars to think in new ways about
their intellectual inheritances.
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4
Threads of bhakti

Introduction

In the previous chapter, I asked how popular religious traditions shaped the
Sanskrit intellectual sphere when bhakti became an object of systematic the-
oretical inquiry. There, I approached the question obliquely by reading the
works of several generations of Brahmin scholars, the Dévas. In monographs
like the Arpanamimarnsa, in polemical pamphlets like the Bhaktinirnaya,
in stage-plays and ritual handbooks and paratextual comments, the Dévas
performed their scholarly habitus as Brahmin intellectuals engaged with
the wider world of bhakti. The concept of a “system” in Sanskrit learning,
the sastra, had a specific form. The major systems of knowledge traced their
origin to aphorisms, or sitras (lit. “threads”), brief investigations that re-
quired an interpretive apparatus in scholastic prose. The siitras generated
commentaries upon commentaries that refined and expanded on their
ideas. Early modern philosophers devoted renewed commentarial attention
to these foundational texts of their traditions.! Into this frenzy entered the
Bhakti Sitras. In seeking to theorize bhakti as a system, the Bhakti Siitras
modeled themselves on the aphorisms of Mimarhsa and Védanta. They
drew inspiration from the Bhagavata Purana and confronted the theories of
Advaita Védanta. In this chapter, I follow the uncertain paths charted between
bhakti and Advaita Vedanta beginning with the intellectual history of Bhakti
Sutras. In order to understand better the relationship of the Bhakti Sitras to
the disciplines they recover and resist, I reconstruct their historical context
and revise their chronology. Although they have featured prominently in the
modern historiography of bhakti, the Bhakti Siitras were rather unimportant
in their time, and largely ignored by the Vaisnava communities of northern
India. To provide specificity to their intellectual intervention, in the bulk of

! Sheldon Pollock, “New Intellectuals in Seventeenth-Century India,” The Indian Economic and
Social History Review 38.1 (2001): 10; Christopher Minkowski, “Advaita Vedanta in Early Modern
History,” South Asian History and Culture 2.2 (2011): 211.

Love in the Time of Scholarship. Anand Venkatkrishnan, Oxford University Press. © Oxford University Press 2024,
DOI: 10.1093/0s0/9780197776636.003.0005
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this chapter I focus on the writings of Narayana Tirtha, alesser-known figure
in Advaita history and author of works on Nyaya, Védanta, and ydga. In his
Bhakticandrika, a commentary on the Bhakti Siitras, Narayana went farther
than anyone in Advaita intellectual history in arguing that jiidna is subordi-
nate to bhakti. While this radical departure from classical Advaita Vedanta
doctrine has been noticed previously,? I address the mechanics of the shift.
I discuss the logic of Narayana’s exegesis and the ways in which it complicates
a straightforward account of the compatibility or incompatibility of bhakti
with Advaita Védanta. I show how Narayana extended the theory of bhakti
provided by the Bhakti Siitras beyond their confines and into his commen-
tary on Patafjali’s Yoga Sitras. I conclude the genealogy of the Bhakti Siitras
by exploring their surprising cameo in the writings of Bhaskararaya, a prac-
titioner of Sakta Tantra living in South India. For Bhaskararaya, bhakti was
a key step in a pedagogical program for the Tantric aspirant. As they have
throughout this book, the threads of bhakti weave in between Saivism and
Vaisnavism, Advaita and non-Advaita Védanta, Sanskrit universalism and
regional specificity.

Accounts of the relationship between bhakti and Advaita Védanta have
tended to fall along two major lines. In one view, a theology of religious de-
votion to an embodied god cannot be squared with a monist philosophy that
does away with distinctions between the individual and God. Bhakti and
the realist ontology it requires can hold only a subordinate place in such a
system, as a preparatory stage for nondual knowledge. Theologies of bhakti,
primarily Vaisnava in character, are viewed as responses or challenges to the
forbidding fortress of Advaita Védanta in the history of Indian philosophy.?
Another line of interpretation prefers to see no essential break between the
two. Bhakti either exists primordially in Advaita Védanta, or it is success-
fully reconciled in the work of certain major figures of the tradition.* In
some versions, vernacular-language nirguni poetry is considered corefer-
ential with Advaita Védanta philosophy.® For many modern commentators,

2 Adya Prasad Mishra, The Development and Place of Bhakti in Sarnkara Vedanta (Allahabad:
University of Allahabad, 1967), 235-254.

% See, e.g., Surendranath Dasgupta, A History of Indian Philosophy, vol. 4: Indian Pluralism
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1961).

4 See Sanjukta Gupta, Advaita Vedanta and Vaisnavism: The Philosophy of Madhusiidana Sarasvati
(London: Routledge, 2006); Shoun Hino, “The Beginnings of Bhakti’s Influence on Advaita Doctrine
in the Teachings of Madhustdana Sarasvati,” in Indian Philosophy and Text Science, ed. Toshihiro
Wada (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 2010), 101-114.

5 See Krishna Sharma, Bhakti and the Bhakti Movement: A New Perspective (New Delhi:
Munshiram Manoharlal, 1987).
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discerning the proper relationship between bhakti and Advaita Védanta
involves questions of philosophical and political ethics.® Let us look at some
representatives of these views.

In 1967, seventeen years after successfully submitting his doctoral thesis
at Allahabad University, Adya Prasad Mishra published a revised version of
his dissertation as the book The Development and Place of Bhakti in Sankara
Vedanta. In this book, Mishra traced each discussion of the term bhakti in
Advaita Védanta intellectual history, as well as its incipient formulations
in the Vedic corpus. While devoting significant attention to Sankara’s own
writings, Mishra assigned a distinct place in postclassical Védanta to the
sixteenth- and seventeenth-century thinkers Madhusadana Sarasvatl and
Narayana Tirtha. According to Mishra, these two alone represented the
final stage of “Neo-Bhakti,” for they accorded bhakti a space alongside jiana
as an independent path to liberation.” “[T]he monistic ideal of Sankara
Vedanta,” Mishra concluded, “is not only not against Bhakti, but, on the con-
trary, it preaches it in positive and assertive terms.”® Adya Prasad Mishra’s
dissertation advisor in the Sanskrit Department at Allahabad was the pro-
lific scholar Umesh Mishra. His magnum opus was the monumental and
learned History of Indian Philosophy, of which he published two volumes,
leaving the third in manuscript form.” In the first volume of the set, Umesh
Mishra made it clear that bhakti was incompatible with “the Highest Aim
of philosophy, that is, Absolute Monism which alone aims at Perfect Unity
amid diversity” Bhakti could make one fit only for jiidna, for it required a
degree of individuality in one’s relationship with God. Therefore, he said,
“Dualism cannot be removed and Absolute Monism is never possible with
Bhakti as the direct means of realizing the Ultimate Reality.’!? In writing a

¢ See Paul Hacker, “Schopenhauer and Hindu Ethics,” in Philology and Confrontation: Paul Hacker
on Traditional and Modern Vedanta, ed. Wilhelm Halbfass (Albany: State University of New York
Press, 1995), 273-318; Andrew J. Nicholson, “Vivekananda’s Non Dual Ethics in the History of
Vedanta,” in Swami Vivekananda: His Life, Legacy, and Liberative Ethics, ed. Rita D. Sherma
(Lanham: Lexington Books, 2021), 51-72.

7 The term “Neo-Bhakti” was perhaps first used by Kshitimohan Sen to refer to the “cult” or
“movement” connecting the Tamil alvars, the Srivaisnavas, and the Caitanyaites. See Kshitimohan
Sen, Medieval Mysticism of India (London: Luzac & Co., 1936), 46, 48, 50. Hawley suggests that
the popularity of the term owed to R. G. Bhandarkar’s Vaispavism, Saivism, and Minor Religious
Systems (Strassburg: Triibner, 1913) but the book does not use the word. Sen only cites Bhandarkar’s
work in a general sense. See John Stratton Hawley, A Storm of Songs: India and the Idea of the Bhakti
Movement (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2015), 248.

8 Mishra, The Development and Place, ii.

° See Govinda Jha, Umesh Mishra, trans. Jayakanta Mishra (New Delhi: Sahitya Akademi, 1995).

10 Umesh Mishra, History of Indian Philosophy, vol. 1 (Allahabad: Tirabhukti Publications,
1957),31-33.
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thesis that directly contradicted such statements, Adya Prasad Mishra must
have clashed with his advisor. Indeed, in his otherwise encouraging fore-
word to The Development and Place, Umesh Mishra remarked, “The sub-
ject sounded to many apparently contradictory” Nevertheless, he signed off
on the thesis with the caveat “Bhakti is really for the lower stage”!! Others
have picked up on Umesh Mishra’s skepticism. In his studies of the famous
Advaitin Madhusiidana Sarasvati, Lance Nelson found an irresolvable ten-
sion between Madhusudana’s orthodox nondualism and devotional spir-
ituality.!> For Madhustdana to say, in his Bhaktirasayana, that bhakti
could be the highest goal of human life left a number of unresolved theo-
retical difficulties.!®> The metaphysical paradox of being a lover of God and
of nondual knowledge made such a claim simply not “justifiable in terms of
Sarhkara’s Advaita”'* In rereading Adya Prasad Mishra’s work, Nelson was
rather less sanguine about Mishra’s belief that one could seamlessly reconcile
the two.!®

Each of these views, however, is susceptible to what Quentin Skinner has
called the “mythology of doctrines” and the “mythology of coherence
The mythology of doctrines assumes that each classic writer in a partic-
ular system—in this case, of Advaita Védanta philosophy—must articulate
some doctrine constitutive of that system. “Besides the crude possibility of
crediting a writer with a meaning they could not have intended to convey,”
writes Skinner, “there is the more insidious danger of too readily finding ex-
pected doctrines in classic texts.”!’” For all his impressive textual breadth,
Adya Prasad Mishra fell prey to precisely this fallacy. Once he held bhakti to
be constitutive of Advaita Védanta discourse, it was a small step to hold that

11 Mishra, The Development and Place, “Forward [sic]”

12 Lance Nelson, “Bhakti in Advaita Vedanta: A Translation and Study of Madhusiudana
Sarasvati’s Bhaktirasayana” (Ph.D. diss., McMaster University, 1986); Lance Nelson, “Madhusadana
Sarasvati on the ‘Hidden Meaning’ of the Bhagavadgita: Bhakti for the Advaitin Renunciate,”
Journal of South Asian Literature 23.2 (1988): 73-89; Lance Nelson, “Bhakti Rasa for the Advaitin
Renunciate: Madhustdana SarasvatTs Theory of Devotional Sentiment,” Religious Traditions 12.1
(1989): 1-16; Lance Nelson, “Bhakti Preempted: Madhusudana Sarasvati on Devotion for the
Advaitin Renouncer;,” Journal of Vaishnava Studies 7.2 (1998): 53-74; Lance Nelson, “The Ontology
of Bhakti: Devotion as Paramapurusartha in Gaudiya Vaisnavism and Madhusadana Sarasvati,”
Journal of Indian Philosophy 32.4 (2004): 345-392; Lance Nelson, “Theological Politics and
Paradoxical Spirituality in the Life of Madhustidana Sarasvati,” Journal of Vaishnava Studies 15.2
(2007): 19-34.

13 Nelson, “The Ontology of Bhakti, 363.

14 Nelson, “Bhakti in Advaita Vedanta,” 308. Cf. Nelson, “The Ontology of Bhakti,” 386.

15 Nelson, “Bhakti in Advaita Vedanta,” 323-355.

16 Quentin Skinner, Visions of Politics, vol. 1: On Method (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2002), 59-72.

17" Skinner, Visions of Politics, 61.
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the classic texts of the discipline proleptically gestured toward its full elabo-
ration later within the tradition. Nelson’s study was also informed by a search
for consistency, albeit negatively defined. In showing that Madhustdana was
unable to account philosophically for his multiple affiliations, Nelson pro-
vided an example of the “mythology of coherence,” a line of thinking in the
history of ideas in which “writers are first classified according to a model to
which they are then expected to aspire.”!® In this view, there is some inner
coherence to an author’s writing that it is the duty of the interpreter to re-
veal, despite the presence of contradictions and ambivalences. An author’s
failure in the matter of resolving antinomies requires the interpreter to do
so on his behalf.!? Since bhakti and Advaita Védanta are at metaphysical
odds, Madhustidana must be a bad Advaitin, a bad bhakta, or a conflicted
soul in search of philosophical clarity. Nelsons own view, to be sure, was
more nuanced than this. He demurred from making final judgments about
Madhustadana’s project, preferring to show that in Madhustadana’s writing,
bhakti became a subject of theoretical inquiry in ways it had not previously
in Advaita.?

As such, these are not so much methodological “errors” as they are in-
complete approaches to a historical question. “[T]he history of thought,
as Skinner wrote, summarizing the view of R. G. Collingwood, “should be
viewed not as a series of attempts to answer a canonical set of questions, but
as a sequence of episodes in which the questions as well as the answers have
frequently changed.”?! Neither Mishra nor Nelson was entirely off-base. The
history of bhakti in Advaita Védanta does take a turn with Madhustudana,
if slightly anticipated by Sridhara Svami, and he does present many philo-
sophical problems that can be evaluated on their success or failure. But what
if, instead of searching for philosophical consistency, we attempted to un-
derstand what Advaitic bhaktas were doing in writing as they did? What if
the context for their sometimes radical shifts in the history of ideas lay out-
side the “classic” texts of the genre, for instance, in minor commentaries or
performed poetry? What if they called into question the very coherence of

18 Skinner, Visions of Politics, 69.

19 Skinner, Visions of Politics, 71.

20 See Nelson, “The Ontology of Bhakti,” 390: “[1]t is difficult to decide whether or not he was suc-
cessful, even in his own terms. I would not presume to have worked out a final estimate in so short a
compass; much depends on one’s guess as to what exactly Madhustdana was trying to accomplish in
the [Bhaktirasayana). But I think I have at least demonstrated how even one considered among the
greatest of Advaitin polemicists was caught up in this movement.”

21 Quentin Skinner, “A Reply to My Critics,” in Meaning and Context: Quentin Skinner and His
Critics, ed. James Tully (Cambridge: Polity, 1983), 234.
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the philosophical tradition in which they operated? What if we did not as-
sume the coherence of that tradition to begin with? I have already had occa-
sion in this book to ask why Sankara’s Advaita is the yardstick against which
innovations in Advaita intellectual history should be measured. Decades of
scholarship on Sanskrit poetry and philosophy have criticized the obsession
with classical texts across genres.?> Moreover, Advaita was a multipronged
tradition, ranging from Upanisadic exegesis to Saiva and Sakta Tantra. The
paradox of nondualist bhakti was as much a Saiva as a Vaisnava preoccu-
pation.”> Madhusadana Sarasvati was only its most famous and recogniz-
able representative. But the “great man” version of Indian intellectual history
often obscures more than it reveals.** To see Madhusudana as the best and
last Advaitic devotee is to prioritize hagiography over historical under-
standing. For that understanding, we must turn not to the canonical works
of major figures but to those on the margins of the classical. Intellectual
historians have found it salutary to focus on “minor” figures in the history of
ideas, emphasizing “discontinuity, unintended consequences, tragic failures
and lost traditions of political argument”* Minor figures illuminate paths
not taken as well as neglected elements in the thought of canonical scholars.
The figures in this chapter, Narayana Tirtha and Bhaskararaya, are not ex-
actly minor in the sense of ignored or inconsequential. However, their ideas
about bhakti offer a different perspective on the historiography of the term.

Premodern Threads, Modern Tapestries

The idea of the bhakti movement, and the importance of the Bhakti Sitras
to it, was influenced by the British scholar-administrator G. A. Grierson.
Grierson argued that Christianity was the origin of Hindu bhakti.?® In a fa-
mous turn of phrase, Grierson called bhakti the “flash of lightning” that came

22 See, e.g., Yigal Bronner, Extreme Poetry: The South Asian Movement of Simultaneous Narration
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2010), 11.

23 Hamsa Stainton, Poetry as Prayer in the Sanskrit Hymns of Kashmir (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2019), 97-158.

2 On “the poverty of the great man version of Islamic intellectual history, see Justin
Stearns, Revealed Sciences: The Natural Sciences in Islam in Seventeenth-Century Morocco
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2021), 68-72.

%5 See Richard Whatmore, What Is Intellectual History? (Cambridge: Polity, 2015), 40, with refer-
ence to J. G. A. Pocock, Caroline Robbins, John Burrow, and Bernard Bailyn.

26 G. A. Grierson, “Modern Hinduism and Its Debt to the Nestorians,” Journal of the Royal Asiatic
Society 39.2 (1907): 311-335.
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upon the darkness of Indian religion, a passage that would be translated into
Hindi by Hazariprasad Dvivedi as the “movement” or “wave” of bhakti.*’
He believed that the Bhakti Siitras by Sandilya were important enough to
this argument to merit an appendix with a summary of their contents.
Grierson called this “official textbook” of bhakti a “modern Sanskrit treatise.”
What he meant by “modern” was anything that exhibited what he believed
to be “decisively Christian” influences, such as the writings of Ramanuja
and Visnusvami, which belonged to “the more modern phases of the doc-
trine”? In fact, the modern historical moment at which the Bhakti Sitras
were canonized was the colonial period. Their status was clinched as a re-
sult of the interaction between Orientalist scholars, Christian missionaries,
and Hindu apologists in British India. Grierson relied on the edition of the
stitras produced by James Ballantyne (1861) and its subsequent translation
by E. B. Cowell (1878). Ballantyne’s edition of the text was prompted by an
earlier series of essays on Christianity contrasted with Hindu philosophy, in
the preface to which he remarked:

There are some Sanskrit works, yet untranslated, which the writer must
study before deciding upon his theological terminology for India. Among
these works is the Aphorisms of Sandilya. Sandilya rejects the Hind
(gnostic) theory that knowledge is the one thing needful, and contends that
knowledge is only the handmaiden of faith. Hence, however defective his
views may be in other respects, his work seems to provide phraseology of
which a Christian missionary may advantageously avail himself. This re-
mark might form the text for an extended dissertation on the Christian’s
right to the theological language and the theological conceptions of his
opponents.?’

Interest in the Bhakti Sitras, then, had a clear polemical purpose for
their British readers. Current debates about them are in many ways condi-
tioned by this specific history. Understanding their full impact on Indian in-
tellectual history, however, requires attention to their precolonial life. How

27 See Hawley, A Storm of Songs, 51-52.

28 Grierson, “Modern Hinduism and Its Debt to the Nestorians,” 314-317.

2 See James Ballantyne, Christianity Contrasted with Hindu Philosophy (London: James Madden,
1858), iii-iv. On Ballantyne’s pedagogical attempts to employ Sanskrit-based education as a tool for
the propagation of Christianity among the learned Hindu elite, see Michael Dodson, “Re-presented
for the Pandits: James Ballantyne, ‘Useful Knowledge, and Sanskrit Scholarship in Benares College
during the Mid-Nineteenth Century;” Modern Asian Studies 36.2 (2002): 257-298.
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popular were the Bhakti Siitras among Sanskrit exegetes? Who were these
exegetes? In what context were the aphorisms composed, and what was their
relationship with the sitra traditions they invoked? And how old were the
Bhakti Siitras, really? Historians of Indian philosophy, whether writing in
English, Hindi, or Sanskrit, have tended to place them around the turn of the
first millennium ce.*® This claim is largely based on three correlations: (a)
the sitras’ conceptual proximity to the Bhagavata Purana; (b) the name of
the author, Sandilya, as a recognized authority on devotional worship from
the early Upanisads; and (c) a rumored commentary on the aphorisms by
the eleventh-century Srivaisnava theologian Ramanuja.>! Let us consider
them one by one.

The first is the easiest to substantiate; the siitras do indeed exhibit signifi-
cant inspiration from the Bhagavata, but this does not make them coeval.*
§éndilya, for his part, lived what Steven Lindquist calls a “literary life,” de-
votional worship (upasana) being his leitmotif across different contexts.*
Leaving aside the fact that Vedic upasana looks very different from the
Bhagavata’s bhakti, attributing authorship of the Bhakti Satras to Sandilya
probably fulfilled a narrative agenda. Marshaling a figure known to be asso-
ciated with devotional worship invested the Bhakti Siitras with both antiq-
uity and authority, a common practice of historical memory in premodern
South Asia. As for Ramanuja, the only evidence for his purported commen-
tary comes courtesy of an indirect citation from a seventeenth-century com-
mentary on the text. I will discuss the relevant passage further on, but simply
note here that it is not at all clear that an actual text is being cited, nor can the
absence of the Bhakti Siitras within Srivaisnava circles be attributed to sheer
negligence.

30 See, e.g., Suvira Raina, Naradiya évam Sdndilya—bhaktisﬁtrém ka tulanatmaka
adhyayana: bhakti ké adyapravartaka acaryom ke bhakti-sitrom tatha unasé prabhavita bhakti
sampradayor ka pramanika vivéecana (Delhi: Eastern Book Linkers, 1989); Sandilya Bhakti-Sitra
with Bhakticandrika by Narayana Tirtha, ed. Baldev Upadhyaya (Varanasi: Varanaseya Sanskrit
Vishvavidyalaya, 1967), 1-23.

31 In his impressive précis of Indian religious literature, J. N. Farquhar suggested that the Bhakti
Satras may be of Nimbarki origin, but provided hardly any evidence to back this up. See J. N.
Farquhar, An Outline of the Religious Literature of India (London: Oxford University Press, 1920),
233-234, 240.

32 See Gupta, Advaita Vedanta and Vaisnavism, 121: “There are two famous Bhakti-sitras—
the Sdndilya—bhakti—sﬁtra (SBhS) and the Narada-bhakti-siitra (NBhS). . . . I take up these two
Bhakti-sutras, not because of their antiquity, (they are obviously late and certainly later than [the
Bhagavatal), but because they have made an attempt to introduce bhakti as a Sastra in the model of
the six Darsana”

33 Steven Lindquist, “Literary Lives and a Literal Death: Yajfiavalkya, Sakalya, and an Upanisadic
Death Sentence,” Journal of the American Academy of Religion 79.1 (2011): 33-57.
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In fact, oneis hard-pressed to find any knowledge at all of the aphorisms for
much of Sanskrit intellectual history. Even the Gaudiya Vaisnavas, together
with the Vallabha Sampradaya the most significant proponents of bhakti as
a sphere of independent theological inquiry, seem to have made no mention
of the siitras in any of their works.** The most well-known commentator on
the Bhakti Stitras, the seventeenth-century scholar Svapnésvara, may have
had a faint, if oblique, connection to the Gaudiya Vaisnavas. He claimed
to be the grandson of Vasudéva Sarvabhauma, a famous scholar whom
Gaudiya hagiographers claimed as a convert to Caitanya’s movement. But
Vasudéva Sarvabhauma’s writings are limited to the subjects of Navya Nyaya
and Advaita Vedanta, and Svapnésvara’s commentary betrays no affinity to
Caitanya’s theology whatsoever.?> It is more probable that he belonged to
an Advaita Védanta milieu, though he departs significantly from Advaita
doctrines in the course of his commentary. For example, Svapnésvara begins
his commentary by saying that liberation is achieved when individuals attain
Brahman, from whom they are totally nondifferent. The everyday experi-
ence of samsara, therefore, is not natural (sahajika) but constructed by con-
tingent elements (upadhi), just like a crystal is seen as red when a red flower
is placed next to it. So far, the account sounds nondualist, to the point of
referring to a simile used famously by the tenth-century Advaitin Vacaspati
Misra. However, Svapnésvara follows with some rather un-Advaitin claims.
Since samsarais conditional, he says, it cannot be removed by atmajfiana but
only by either removing the conditioning itself, the object of conditioning,
or the relationship between them. That requires something else, something
called bhakti for God. After all, samsara is quite real and cannot be wished
away.>® This is a far cry from the Advaita view that both worldly life and lib-
eration from it are constructs. Like Narayana Tirtha, our main subject in this
chapter, Svapnésvara toes the line between theistic and nontheistic Advaita
Vedanta.

AsfarasIcan tell, the first public appearance of the Bhakti Stitras coincides
with their first extant commentaries in the seventeenth century, perhaps
when the siitras themselves were composed. Much like the Bhagavata itself,

34 See S. K. De, Early History of the Vaisnava Faith and Movement in Bengal (Calcutta: Firma K. L.
Mukhopadhyay, 1961), 111-165 (on the six Gosvamis of Brindavan), 201-203 (on the works cited
in Rapa Gosvami’s Bhaktirasamytasindhu), 220-221 (works cited in Rapa’s Ujjvalanilamani), and
413-421 (works cited in Jiva Gosvami’s Satsandarbha).

35 De, Early History of the Vaisnava Faith, 89, n. 1.

36 See The Aphorisms of Sandilya with the Commentary of Swapneswara, ed. J. R. Ballantyne
(Calcutta: Baptist Mission Press, 1861), 1-3.
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the Bhakti Siitras seem to have been most prevalent in Advaitic circles. In
previous chapters, I demonstrated the increasing influence of the Bhagavata
on writing in Mimarhsa and Advaita Védanta between the fifteenth and sev-
enteenth centuries. From Mimarhsa arguments that the genre of purana pos-
sessed Vedic scriptural authority to internecine polemic between Advaitins,
scholars in this period debated the appropriate scope of the Bhagavata in
the realm of hermeneutics and philosophical theology. They also made use
of other theistic scriptures that accorded to themselves the authority and
the sobriquet of Upanisad: the Gopala-, Rama-, and Nrsimha-Tapaniya
Upanisad, and the Brhanndaradiya Purana. Taken together, these trends
eventuated in the Bhakti Siitras: a new set of ancient aphorisms to rival the
old guard, intrusive entrants into a scholastic field that bristled at the thought
of bhakti occupying a theoretical space alongside jiiana and karma. The
Bhakti Stitras do more than simply find bhakti a seat at the table; they herald
its supremacy. After defining bhakti as “supreme love for God,” Bhakti Siitras
1.1.3-5 claim that one who is absorbed in love for God finds immortality.
Absorption, they say, is not equivalent to jfigna, since one can know God’s
glory and still hate him. At the end of the day, jiana pales before bhakti. The
siitras do not even allow that jiana and bhakti could be independent paths to
liberation undertaken by differentially qualified people. According to Bhakti
Sitra 1.2.7, there is simply no contest, no open option (vikalpa) between the
two. Svapnésvara comments, “Because it has been determined that jignais a
subordinate element [ariga], there is no scope for the position that there is an
option between jfidna and bhakti. After all, there is no equal choice between
two elements in hierarchical relation. The word ‘also’ indicates that a syn-
thesis, too, [is refuted].””” What seemed straightforward to Svapnésvara was
not nearly so clear-cut to his rough contemporary, Narayana Tirtha. In this
commentary on this siitra, he reconstructed a salient objection, supported by
several textual sources, that two routes (margadvaya) should be open to two
different kinds of aspirants. He found it troubling that the author of the siitras
could dismiss the entirety of Védanta study: “Even if it makes good sense to
propose an option, the author of the sitras doesn’t see it that way. ... He will
demonstrate everywhere that jiiana is totally unnecessary”*® He distances

7 The Aphorisms of Sandilya with the Commentary of Swapneswara, 17: éténa
jAanasyangatvanirnayéna jianabhaktyor atra vikalpapakso'pi pratyuktah, nirakrta iti mantavyam.
na hy anganginor ékatra vikalpo bhavatiti. apisabdat samuccayo'piti.

38 Sandilya Bhakti-Satra with Bhakticandrika by Narayana Tirtha, 84: yadyapi vikalpa ucitas
tatha'pi stitrakrta nadrtah . .. sarvatra jiananavasyakatarm vaksyati siitrakarah (henceforth cited as
Bhakticandrika).
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himself from the author again in his commentary on Bhakti Sitra 2.2.29,
where he reiterates his support for the “two paths” to liberation but concedes
that “in the view of the author of the siitras, bhakti is the sole path to libera-
tion, while jiiana is merely a means, not another path.”* Here and elsewhere,
Narayana Tirtha brings his own unique concerns into his commentary on
the Bhakti Sitras, which sometimes depart from the text and sometimes re-
fashion the very hermeneutical traditions in which he worked. In the fol-
lowing section, I explore what happens when a self-proclaimed Advaita
Védantin reads the Bhakti Siitras, and what it may reveal about the complex,
shifting terrain of Advaita in early modern India.

Narayana Tirtha and the Moonlight of Bhakti

There are a number of Narayana Tirthas who lived in the seventeenth cen-
tury.** The first Narayana Tirtha, pupil of Vasudéva Tirthaand Ramagovinda
Tirtha and author of the Bhakticandrika commentary on the Bhakti Siitras,
boasts an impressive scholastic résumé and variety of disciplinary expertise.
Many of his commentaries include the same epithet, -candrika, or “moon-
light”: the Yogasiddhantacandrika on the Yoga Sitras, the Nyayacandrika on
Visvanatha Nyayapaficanana’s Bhasaparicchéda, and the Samkhyacandrika
on I$vara Krsna’s Samkhyakarika. At least three of his works focus on
bhakti: the Bhakticandrika; the Védastutivyakhyd, a commentary on a sec-
tion of the Bhagavata Purana (10.87); and the Bhaktyadhikaranamala, a re-
presentation of the Bhakti Stitras by discursive topic. The other Narayana
Tirtha, pupil of Sivaramatirtha, composed the famous Krsnalilatarang-
ini, a Sanskrit dance-drama popular in South India.*! The two were dif-
ferent people, but there are some overlaps. First, both composed Sanskrit
works on bhakti in different genres. Second, both were Advaita Védantins

39 Bhakticandrika, 234-235: tasmat siddham maoksé margadvayam évéty asmakinah panthah... .
sutrakrnmaté tu bhaktiyoga évaiko moksamargah, jianarm tu moksasadhanam éva, na margantaram.

40 Ko Endo, “The Works and Flourishing Period of Narayana Tirtha, the Author of the Yogasiddha-
ntacandrika.” Sambhasa 14 (1993): 41-60.

41 See V. Raghavan, The Power of the Sacred Name (Bloomington: World Wisdom Press, 2011),
75-82; B. Natarajan, Sri Krishna Leela Tarangini by Narayana Tirtha, vol. 1 (Madras: Mudgala Trust,
1988), 56-169. It is also likely that he was the composer of a Telugu drama called the Parijataharana
Nataka, since the Krsnalilatarangini was especially popular among performance traditions centered
around parijata narratives. See Davesh Soneji, “Performing Satyabhama: Text, Context, Memory
and Mimesis in Telugu-Speaking South India” (Ph.D. diss., McGill University, 2004), 54-55.
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with Saiva ties.*2 And third, both can be connected with the Sanskrit intel-
lectual life of the Banaras region. Narayana Tirtha, pupil of Sivaramatirtha,
wrote a primer on Mimarnsa, the Bhattabhasaprakasika, and was supposed
to have been the Mimarmsa teacher of Nilakantha Caturdhara, the Banaras-
based commentator on the Mahabharata.*> Moreover, manuscripts of the
Krsnalilatarangini, with Sanskrit commentaries in Grantha script, have also
been found in Banaras.** Narayana Tirtha, pupil of Ramagovinda Tirtha,
had a close relationship with Madhustdana Sarasvati. He quoted liber-
ally from Madhustudana’s Bhaktirasayana in his Bhakticandrika, referring
to him fondly as “the old man” (vrddha) and “the teacher” (acarya). He
also wrote a commentary (Laghuvyakhya) on Madhustidanas Advaita
work Siddhantabindu, which was expanded upon by his student Gauda
Brahmananda, who also commented on Madhusudana’s Advaitasiddhi,
suggesting akind of teachinglineage. None of this means that either Narayana
Tirtha was based in Banaras. We know of the Krsnalilatarangini’s southern
provenance, for instance. The author of the Bhakticandrika was at least in
the vicinity of Banaras. He composed his Vedastutivyakhya while living in
Prayaga (sritirtharajake).* He was also very interested in responding to the
challenge of Srivaisnavism, though whether this was a particularly southern
or northern problem is a debate I open up later.*®

42 Narayana Tirtha, pupil of Sivaramatirtha, is said to have composed some Advaita works: the
Paiicikaranavartikavivarana, with the autocommentary Dipikd, and the Subodhini subcommentary
on the beginning of Sankara’s Brahmasiitrabhasya. According to Guruswamy Sastrigal’s Tamil com-
mentary on the Krsnalilatarangini, Narayana Tirtha was referring to his preceptor Sivaramatirtha in
the Subédhini by each word in his name: “Siva” signifying nonduality (advaitari sivam), the nega-
tion of difference; “Rama” being the consciousness-self in which the liberated revel (ramante); and
“Tirtha” being the holy place/person to which others belonging to the monastic community attend
(tirthagranisévitam). See Natarajan, Sri Krishna Leela Tarangini, 105.

43 P. K. Gode, “Exact Date of the Advaitasudha of Laksmana Pandita (a.p. 1663) and His Possible
Identity with Laksmanarya, the Vedanta Teacher of Nilakantha Caturdhara, the Commentator of the
Mahabharata,” in Studies in Indian Literary History, vol. 3 (Poona: Prof. P. K. Gode Collected Works
Publication Committee, 1956), 53.

4 See Raghavan, The Power of the Sacred Name, 81.

4 Vedastuti Vyakhya, MS 3631, Shri Raghunath Temple MSS., Jammu, f. 16r (henceforth referred
to as Vedastuti Vyakhya).

46 When it came to interreligious debate, challenges flew back and forth up and down the sub-
continent. Madhustudana Sarasvatt’s Advaitasiddhi was written in response to the southern Madhva
Vyasatirtha’s Nyayamyta, which in turn sparked a series of public debates, ripostes, and confer-
ences between Advaita and Dvaita partisans. See Madhav Deshpande, “Will the Winner Please
Stand Up: Conflicting Narratives of a Seventeenth-Century Philosophical Debate from Karnataka,”
in Knowing India: Colonial and Modern Constructions of the Past: Essays in Honor of Thomas
R. Trautmann, ed. Thomas Trautmann and Cynthia Talbot (New Delhi: Yoda Press, 2011), 366-380.
That there was a rapid circulation of manuscripts and communication between Sanskrit intellectuals
north and south by this time is evident from the fact that the Banarasi Mimarhsaka Ananta Bhatta
personally sent a copy of his Mimarhsa work, the Sastramalavyakhyana, to Nilakantha Diksita in
Madurai for peer review. See Elaine Fisher, Hindu Pluralism: Religion and the Public Sphere in Early
Modern South India (Oakland: University of California Press, 2017), 52.
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I am interested in the relationship of this Narayana Tirtha with
Madhustdana Sarasvati, the more famous exponent of what Adya Prasad
Mishra called “Neo-Bhakti” in Advaita Védanta. At first blush, it may seem
that Narayana Tirtha simply recapitulates his predecessor’s thinking on the
subject, but the differences warrant investigation. In his Bhakticandrika
commentary on Bhakti Siitra 1.1.2, Narayana Tirtha raises an objection to
the idea that bhakti is possible for Advaitins at all. If God is no different from
the individual, says this opponent, it makes no sense for him to have bhakti
toward himself. This is a common enough problem, but Narayana Tirtha’s
response veers into uncharted territory:

Reply: You are confused. Bhakti is a particular kind of love. Non-dualist
jiiana offers no obstruction to it.

Objection: But isn’'t knowledge of God’s grandeur [mahatmya] the cause
of bhakti? If we cannot differentiate God, who always achieves his aims,
from the individual, who consistently misses the mark and possesses in-
numerable flaws, then to deny God’s grandeur is to vitiate the possibility
of bhakti, which requires that one understand it.

Reply: You've completely missed the point. “Grandeur” means a pre-
ponderance of good qualities, which in turn means truth, knowl-
edge and joy, as we understand from Brahma Sitra 3.3.12. Advaita
does not simply constitute the plenitude that is one’s own nature.
Therefore, non-dualist jiana, by way of the knowledge of grandeur,
is itself the cause of utterly satisfactory love for that undifferentiated
object. So how can it obstruct bhakti? Let us say that qualities like
achieving one’s aim without obstruction are part of the everyday em-
pirical world, since they are based on the constituent element of crea-
tion known as sattva. As such, they would only conditionally belong
to God, who must be defined as different from the individual human
being. Nevertheless, knowledge of God’s grandeur is still not annulled
for Advaitins. Rather, that love which, assisted by the unseen traces of
previous lives, begins with desolation [hani] and culminates in disso-
lution [galita],*” causes one to forget everything in the everyday world.
The only qualitative difference between pure awakening and bhakti is

47 Narayana Tirtha refers here to his previous breakdown of préma, or “love,” into fifteen
stages: upta, patta, lalita, milita, kalita, chalita, calita, kranta, vikranta, samkranta, vihrta, [samhyrta,
which he inexplicably fails to discuss], galita, and samtrpta. As far as I can tell, this typology bears no
resemblance to any other. Future scholars may be able to identify its precedents.
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that in the former, distractions like hunger remain, while in the latter,
they too disappear.*

Until this point in his commentary, Narayana Tirtha has been reconstructing
almost verbatim a passage from Madhustdana’s Bhaktirasayana (1.7).
Here, however, he appears to import a completely different discus-
sion, absent from Madhusiidana’s treatise, about the knowledge of
God’s grandeur (mahatmya), a definition of bhakti found in Madhva’s
Bharatatatparyanirnaya (1.85) and referred to later by Vallabhacarya and
the Gosvamis.*® The fact that Narayana Tirtha quoted this definition at all
exemplifies his departure from Madhustdana, who eschewed discussion
of God’s mahatmya entirely.”® Most striking, he rereads nondualist jiiana
as being totally subordinate to bhakti. Even Madhustidana does not go this
far. He accords analogous, non-intersecting spaces to jiiana and bhakti. In
his view, there are those who prefer (and are capable of) attaining liberation
through knowledge, while others prefer absorption in divine love. In this
respect Madhusadana is unorthodox, no doubt, but not as radical as some

8 Bhakticandrika, 27: nanv asmin maté katham paramatmani bhaktih sambhavati? jivabhinné
tasmin svasminn éva bhaktyayogat. na hi svasminn éva bhaktir upapadyata iti cét. bhrantd'si;
snehavisesaraupayam  bhaktav  advaitajianasyapratibandhakatvat. nanu  mahatmyajianam
bhaktau karanam asatyasankalpadyanékadosasrayajivabhéde ca paramatmanas tatprasaktya
satyasankalpatvadimahatmyasya badhéna tadbhanapirva bhaktih pratibadhyeéta éva iti cet.
abhiprayam ajiiatavan asi. yaté mahatmyam gunagarima gunds ca “anandadayah pradhanasya”
iti nyayeéna satyajiananandah, na tu pirnatvadayah svariapatmaka évadvaitaghatita ity
advaitajianam mahatmyajianavidhaya‘khandarthe santrptaprémni karanam éva iti tat katham
bhaktau pratibandham syat. satyasankalpadayas tu gunah sattvikaprakrtimilataya vyavaharika apy
upadhina jivad bhinna éva ise abhimata iti, tatrapi mahatmyasya badhé na sambhavaty advaitinam.
api tu hanipurvika galitanta pritih samskaradystasaciva ya punah prapaficajatam éva vismarayati.
iyams tu visesah kevalabodhé'Sanadiviksepo na nivartate, bhaktau so'pi nivartata iti.

49 Madhva defines bhakti as “a firm love beyond everything else, predicated on knowing God’s
grandeur. That’s what leads to liberation and nothing else” See Sarvamiilagranthah, vol. 4, ed. K.
T. Pandurangi and Vidwan Krishnacharya Upadhyaya (Bangalore: Dvaita Vedanta Studies and
Research Foundation, 2011), 11:

mahatmyajfianaptrvas tu sudrdhah sarvatodhikah
sneho bhaktir iti proktah taya muktir na canyatha.

Vallabha cites this verse in his Tattvarthadipa. See Dasgupta, A History of Indian Philosophy,
vol. 4, 347, n. 1. Rapa and Jiva Gosvami cite it with variations in the Bhaktirasamrtasindhu and
Pritisandarbha, respectively.

50 See Nelson, “The Ontology of Bhakti,” 382: “He must of course specify what he means here
by ‘knowledge of the Lord’ Is it reverent awareness of God’s greatness (mahatmya-jfiana), as in
Vallabha’s definition of bhakti? Although such an understanding of knowledge might be expected in
a devotional treatise, it is not what Madhustdana has in mind.” Gianni Pellegrino claims that, based
on his commentary on the Sarksépasariraka of Sarvajiatman (2.51, 1.62, and 1.220), Madhusadana
knew of Vallabha’s works. See Gianni Pellegrino, “‘Old Is Gold!” Madhusadana’s Way of Referring to
Earlier Textual Tradition,” Journal of Indian Philosophy 43.2-3 (2015): 283, n. 15. However, a brief
perusal of the verses in question yields no evidence to support this claim.

$20Z J8quBA0N $Z Uuo 1s8nb AQ gy68G/500q/woo dnoolwspese//:sdiy wol) papeojumoq



THREADS OF BHAKTI 189

previous commentators have suggested. There are some instances where
Madhusadana appears to valorize bhakti over jiana.>! The first instance is
in his commentary on Bhaktirasayana 1.32-34, where Madhustidana claims
that bhakti is “predicated on knowledge qua disenchantment” (jianavaira-
gyapurvika). Lance Nelson believes that this definition of jiana is “clearly
the Advaitins’ direct realization of Brahman.” He adduces further proof from
Madhusudana’s typology of the eleven “grounds” (bhumika) of bhakti, of
which the “understanding of one’s true nature” (svaripadhigati) forms only
the sixth. Finally, he asserts that Madhustidana’s definition of the “knowledge
of the Lord” (prabodha) that precedes the highest levels of bhakti “retains all
the characteristics of the Advaitins’ realization of the Supreme.”>?

However, it is not clear that what Madhustdana means by “knowledge”
in these contexts (either jiiana, adhigati, or prabodha) is the immediate real-
ization of the nondual Atman that results in liberation. In the first instance,
his descriptions suggest that jiiana is an intellectual or existential under-
standing of the transient illusoriness of the phenomenal world and the truth
of God’s nondual reality. This is nothing but disenchantment, which gives
rise to bhakti. This would accord with Sankara’s description of the stage to
liberation called the “arising of knowledge” (jianotpatti). This is the second
stop on the path, preceded by purity of being, achieved by performing the
asrama practices and followed by their renunciation. “Clearly;” comments
Aleksandar Uskokov, “jiianotpatti does not stand for knowing oneself as
Brahman, but is intimately related to the status of ritual and asrama duties”>?
Instead, knowledge of this sort is equivalent to disenchantment, as the def-
inition of bhakti would have it. Second, on the eleven stages of bhakti, the
mention of “understanding one’s own nature” as the sixth need not be “prac-
tically the same as the Brahma-vidya of the Advaita school”** Madhusadana
does use the word saksatkara, the “direct apprehension” of the Atman, in
referring to this stage, but the term is qualified with the clause “as being
distinct from the gross and subtle bodies” (sthilasiksmadehadvayatirik-
tatvéna). This could very well be a propaedeutic technique, preparing the
groundwork for, but not actually culminating in, nondual knowledge. His
language is ambiguous enough to allow for a similar distinction between the

51 Sribhagavadbhaktirasa’yanam, ed. Gosvami Damodar Shastri (Kasi: Acyutagranthamala,
1927), 41-60.

52 Nelson, “Bhakti in Advaita Vedanta,” 190-198; Nelson, “The Ontology of Bhakti, 383.

53 Aleksandar Uskokov, “Deciphering the Hidden Meaning: Scripture and the Hermeneutics of
Liberation in Early Advaita Vedanta” (Ph.D. diss., University of Chicago, 2018), 360.

5% Gupta, Advaita Vedanta and Vaisnavism, 132.
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existential understanding and phenomenological experience of nondual
knowledge. Finally, Madhustdana defines “knowledge of the Lord” as
follows: “Everything other than Bhagavan, because it is transient, is false
[mayika] like a dream. It is devoid of true significance, painful, and to be
shunned. Bhagavan alone is real; He is the supreme Bliss, self-luminous,
eternal, the one to be sought after. This is the kind of knowledge spoken of.”>®
Nothing in this definition necessitates that such “knowledge” is anything
more than an intellectual awareness that allows the devotee to attain true
bhakti. This is not to say that it cannot be interpreted as experiential, but
Madhustdana seems to describe it as a propositional truth.

All this is to say that Narayana Tirtha is much more unambiguous, and he
knows it. He directs his response at “the rash judgments of certain Advaitins
who say that bhakti is incompatible with Advaita and only the prerogative of
dualists”* According to Narayana Tirtha, the challenge of bhakti was not ex-
ternal but internal to the Advaita interpretive community. Notwithstanding
the development of Advaita Védanta as a “large-tent” system of philo-
sophical theology in early modern India, the example of Narayana Tirtha
questions how coherent that community might have been.’” He continues to
challenge orthodoxies further on. In his commentary on Bhakti Siitra 1.1.5,
which asserts that jiiana is subordinate to bhakti, Narayana Tirtha redefines
the very nature of liberation:

In truth [vastutas tu],>® even though ignorance is only destroyed by means
of knowledge, that is not liberation, for insofar as it is a state other than
joy and the absence of sorrow, it is not in and of itself a goal of human
life. Rather, only love for God is, for it takes the form of joy, in being
enveloped in the experience of one’s own self-luminous inner joy. ... In
fact, attaining Brahman, too, is not beneficial for the human being if de-
fined as the destruction of ignorance, but rather only when characterized
by a distinctive love.”

%5 Translated in Nelson, “The Ontology of Bhakti,” 383.

%6 Bhakticandrika, 28: tasmad advaité bhaktir na sambhavatiti dvaitinam abhiprayojanéti
cadvaitinam kesamcid vacanam sahasamatram, italics mine.

57 Cf. Minkowski, “Advaita Vedanta in Early Modern India,” 223.

58 See Yigal Bronner and Gary Tubb, “Vastutas Tu: Methodology and the New School of Sanskrit
Poetics,” Journal of Indian Philosophy 36.5 (2008): 619-632.

5 Bhakticandrika, 57: vastutas tu jianad eévajiianandsé yadyapi bhavati, tathapi na sa
moksah, sukhaduhkhabhavanyatvena svatopurusarthatvat, kintu bhagavatpritir éva tasyah sva-
prakasanijasukhasarvidalingitatvéna sukharipatvabhyupagamad . . . vastuto brahmavaptir api

_____
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Narayana Tirtha says that only love for God is the goal of human life. He
follows Madhusaidana in this respect. While early Nyaya philosophers de-
fined liberation as the absence of suffering, later Naiyayikas held that joy
had a place in liberation. Madhustdana Sarasvati attacked this view in
the Bhaktirasayana, saying that it was much simpler to hold that joy on its
own—and therefore bhakti—could be the aim of life.°* However, in saying
that love is the only thing that makes knowledge of nondual truth mean-
ingful, Narayana Tirtha goes beyond his predecessor. Madhustidana was
ready to argue that bhakti is the highest goal of human life, independent from
the Advaitic search for liberation. However, though they may be equivalent,
they are not the same thing, and they do not intersect. Bhakti is not simply
“brahmavidya by any other name,” says Madhustudana. They are totally dif-
ferent with respect to the form they take, their respective means, their results,
and their eligible agents. The result of bhakti is total love for God, whereas
the result of brahmavidya is the total removal of ignorance, the root of all
evil. This does not mean, however, that the former supersedes the latter, as
Narayana Tirtha seems to suggest.°! Moreover, equivalence does not mean
hierarchy, which is what Narayana Tirtha and the Bhakti Siitras urge. He
sums up his argument with a worldly comparison:

So it is proven that love alone—enveloped in God who is the experience
of joy and achieved by knowing the truth—is the goal of human life, since
it does not disappear even at the time of liberation. For it even surpasses
knowledge. Consider a lover in the pangs of separation. Even when he
experiences the thrill of his beloved’s touch, that joy becomes beneficial
only to him because he has desired it. Joy does not become beneficial to
humans simply by being “known.” That is why God became everything to
the gopis, but not to wicked people like Duryodhana.?

60 Nelson, “Bhakti in Advaita Vedanta,” 467, n. 56.

61 See §r1’bhagavadbhuktirasdyunam, 10-11. Cf. Nelson, “The Ontology of Bhakti’
379: “What Madhusadana seems to be suggesting here is a homology, but not an identity, between
the mental states associated with bhakti and brahma-vidya. In orthodox Advaita, we have the
akhandakaracittavrtti, the ‘mental mode taking on the form of the Undivided, that leads to realiza-
tion of Brahman and destruction of ignorance (and of itself). There is, Madhusadana wants us to un-
derstand, a parallel structure in bhakti. . . . [Bloth brahma-vidya and bhakti are evoked by scripture,
Brahman-knowledge arising through the wellknown practice of the sravana (‘hearing’) of the great
sayings of the Upanisads, bhakti through the ‘hearing of the glories of the Blessed Lord’ (bhagavad-
guna-sravana) from the scriptures of bhakti, preeminently the BhP”

62 Bhakticandrika, 59: tasmat siddham—muktikalepy — abadhat  tattvajianasadhyah
sukhasamvidbhagavadalingitah prémaiva pumartha iti. jianad apy adhikatvat. kamukasya iva
viraktasya api kaminisamsparsajasukhanubhaveépi isyamanataya tatsukhasya kamukar praty éva
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Joy, another word for God, is not meaningful because it is known but be-
cause it is cherished. Knowledge as such is incomplete. Even accom-
plished jiianis are out of luck without bhakti. He elaborates on this idea in
his Vedastutivyakhya, a commentary on selected stanzas from Bhagavata
Purana 10.87: “Even those who have attained jiiana through the Védantic
method of hearing, reflecting, and meditating on the Upanisads do not
achieve liberation without bhakti for God. This is because without God’s
favor, their mind is not prepared for liberation. With bhakti, however, they
achieve liberation. No one disputes any of this.”6?

The expression “no one disagrees” (na kasyapi vivadah) was a kind of
signature for Narayana Tirtha. It may have been his way to reconcile mul-
tiple conflicting interpretations both within and outside the Advaita camp.
For someone who explicitly wanted to defend the relationship of bhakti
with Advaita, Narayana Tirtha was quite willing to import other Védanta
traditions into his commentary. In his commentary on Bhakti Siitra 2.1.7, for
example, Narayana Tirtha introduces an interpretation that he attributes to
Srimadramanujacaryah, referring to the Srivaisnava philosopher Ramanuja
with both the customary honorific plural and an honorable appellation. I be-
lieve this is the first historical mention of Ramanuja in connection with the
Bhakti Sitras. This passage concerns the Visistadvaita Védanta tradition’s
belief in the plurality of individual souls (jivas) and the singularity of God
(z$vara). Narayana Tirtha reconstructs the doctrine in dialectical fashion and
concludes his own Advaita response with an interesting conciliatory note:

The truth is [vastutah], the Paramatman is the controller of all beings. He
is, in other words, the Lord, defined by such terms as eternal knowledge. He
is forever singular, abundantly furnished with characteristics such as com-
passion for his devotees, and referred to by names like Brahma, Visnu, Siva,
Rama, and Krsna. The individual soul, for his part, who is part of God like
ason is part of his father, is bound by the fetters of beginningless ignorance.
Somehow, due to the merits he has accrued by performing all sorts of good
deeds in past lives, and out of the desire to know the truth, he takes refuge
in a true teacher. By worshipping the teacher as God himself, through his

purusarthatvat. jiayamanatvamatréna sukhasya purusarthatvanabhyupagamat. ata éva bhagavan
api gopinari pumartha asit, na dustaduryodhanadinam.

9 Vedastuti  Vyakhya, f. 10v: Sravanadipranadya praptajiana api bhagavadbhaktim
vina bhagavatprasadabhavéna muktyupadhdyakadhiyosambhavan na moksam  labhante
bhagavadbhaktau tu labhanta éva tatprasadena tadrsadhiya moksa ityatra na kasyapi vivadah.
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grace he directly apprehends his self. Once the bonds of ignorance have
been loosened, he attains unity with God. In that state, there is not even a
trace of phenomenal existence.

Nobody disputes any of this. All of these debates over the imbrication of
difference and non-difference, and the relative reality of the phenomenal
world, are simply a nominal controversy. All thoughtful people should at
least acknowledge that according to every school of thought, the world is
not eternal, since it does not exist for one who is liberated.®

Narayana Tirtha’s summary raises several questions beyond the immediate
problem of whether the opponent in question is really Ramanuja, an unlikely
interlocutor given the virtual absence of engagement with the Bhakti Stitras
among his followers. Why does Narayana Tirtha spend so much time on this
issue? Why would he make an appeal to the mukta, the one who is liberated,
in trying to reconcile Advaita with Visistadvaita, when the very experience of
liberation was a contested concept between the two schools?%°

Narayana Tirtha also replies to the Srivaisnavas in his commentary on
Patanjali’s Yoga Stitra 1.24, which says, “God is a particular kind of person,
untouched by suffering, actions, their results, and intentions” In a brief
aside, Narayana Tirtha brings up the Visistadvaita opposition to the Advaita
theory that the difference between the individual and God is only condi-
tional, not essential. “But some followers of Ramanuja,” he says, “misun-
derstand the author’s intention as I have described it, simply latching on to
the most obvious sense of words like ‘particular’ and giving it a completely
different spin”® Did the new prominence of Srivaisnavas in the bhakti
traditions of northern India compel Narayana Tirtha to respond with his
form of Advaitic theism?®” Whoever his interlocutors were, Narayana Tirtha

6 Bhakticandrika, 119: vastutah paramatma nityajiianadilaksané bhagavan sadaikariipo
bhaktavatsalyadyanékagunolbanah brahmavisnusivanarayanaramakyrsnadisabdais ca vyapadesyah
sarvajivaniyanta, jivas tu pituh putra iva tadamsonadyajiianapasanibaddhah kathaficit
praktana‘nekasubhadystaphalad vividisaya sadgurvasrayanénésabuddhya tadbhajanéna tatkrpaya
svasya saksatkarad ajiianapdasanivrttya tatsayujyam apnoti, na tatra prapanicagandhopity atra
na kasyapi vivada iti bhédabhédanyataravalambanavadah prapaficasatyatvamithyatvavadas ca
samjiakalahamatram. sarvamatépi prapaficasyanityata muktasya prapasicabhavad iti sudhibhir
vibhavaniyam.

65 See Christopher Framarin, “The Problem with Pretending: Ramanuja’s Arguments against
Jivanmukti; Journal of Indian Philosophy 37.4 (2009): 399-414.

6 Yogasiddhantacandrika of Srinarayanatirtha, ed. Vimala Karnatak (Varanasi: Chowkhamba
Sanskrit Series, 2000), 32: kécit tu ramanujanusarina ittham abhiprayam ajananto visésasabdadisva-
rasyamatrenanyathabhavam upavarnayanti (henceforth cited as Yogasiddhantacandrika).

67 See Hawley, A Storm of Songs, 99-147, 224-225.
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was clearly aware of the other Védanta options around him. Although he
derived most of his rhetoric on bhaktirasa from Madhustidana Sarasvati,®®
he elaborated on the Gaudiya Vaisnava distinction between types of bhakti
and even quoted passages from Ripa Gosvamis Bhaktirasamytasindhu,
referring to him as yet another older authority (vrddha).% Like the Dévas
and Gosvamis, Narayana Tirtha was drawing from a similar set of sources.
He certainly knew of Laksmidhara’s Bhagavannamakaumudi, as borne out
by along section in his commentary on Bhakti Siitra 2.2.20 that recaps many
of the arguments therein.”® In an apparent rejection of classical Advaita
teaching, couched in his commentary on Bhakti Stitra 2.1.4, he argues that
it is possible to have bhakti toward a God without attributes “because it is
taught in Védanta that even in non-difference, there can be the relationship
of attributes and the possessor of attributes, just like a snake and its coils. And
this perspective of God having attributes comes to rest in his being without
attributes, so the Advaita doctrine is not vitiated. Anyway, enough of that”’!
The herpetological simile refers to Brahma Siitra 3.2.27: “But since both dif-
ference and non-difference are mentioned, the relationship is like that be-
tween the snake and its coil” In Sankara’s reading, this was a way to make
sense of those times when the Upanisads referred to Brahman and the indi-
vidual as different and nondifferent. When the Upanisads used the language
of nondifference, it was like referring to a snake as a whole, whereas the lan-
guage of difference was like referring to its different parts: a coil, a hood,
length, and so forth. Narayana Tirtha, however, reads the siitra as saying that
even in nondifference, one can speak of the relation of attributes and their
possessor. This reading steers close to that of Madhva, founder of the Dvaita
tradition, who was the only one of all prior Vedanta commentators who took
this siitra to refer to Brahman as both the qualities and possessor of quali-
ties.”? For an ostensible Advaitin, this is simply not cricket. One can sense a

8 See his long extracts from the Bhaktirasayana in Bhakticandrikd, 30-52, and his account of the
aesthetic elements of bhaktirasa paired with his own illustrative verses on 63-68.

' Bhakticandrika, 235-240. Cf. The Bhaktirasamrtasindhu of Ripa Gosvamin, trans. David
L. Haberman (New Delhi: Indira Gandhi National Centre for the Arts and Motilal Banarsidass
Publishers, 2003), 34-45 (1.2.74-118). These stanzas detail the angas, or elements, of bhakti.
Not all of them match between the two texts, but most interesting are the places where Narayana
Tirtha replaces the word krsna in the Bhaktirasamytasindhu with the more neutral word isa, e.g.,
Bhaktirasamrtasindhu 1.2.82ab: “Inability to bear hatred or slander of Krsna/Isa or his devotees”

70 See Bhakticandrika, 180-189.

7Y Bhakticandrika, 78-79: abhédé’py ahikundaladivad gunagunibhavasya vedanté vyutpadanat. sa
cayam sagunavado nirgunatve visramyatiti nadvaitasiddhantabhangopity astam vistarah.

72 See Kiyokazu Okita, Hindu Theology in Early Modern South Asia: The Rise of Devotionalism
and the Politics of Genealogy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 234-236.
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degree of nervousness in his insistence that this reading does not contradict
Advaita doctrine.”

Narayana Tirtha saves his most drastic departure from Advaita tradition
for the moment when he comments on Bhakti Sutra 3.1.7 (itself a reference
to Brahma Siitra 3.2.37): “The results [of action] come from God, according
to Badarayana, because they are visible.” To summarize this debate, an oppo-
nent argues that only karma gives people the results of their action; adding
God to the equation is unnecessary. A third party interjects, saying that it is
actually karma from a previous birth that gives people their present results.
Consider the disparity between Yudhisthira’s and Duryodhana’s experiences
in the Mahabharata. Bad things happen to good people and vice versa.
Narayana Tirtha rejects each of these objections and asserts that God, in-
dependently, of his own volition, gives rise to all things. In an extraordinary
departure from virtually all classical Védanta, he follows by saying that one
need not even avoid the traditional accusation that God may be regarded
as partial or cruel. He is referring to Brahma Siitra 2.1.34, which serves as
a kind of Védantic theodicy. God, in this model, does not decide the fate of
human beings, he simply dispenses the positive or negative consequences of
each individuals action. However, for Narayana Tirtha, imputing partiality
to God is a desirable consequence of this debate because difference is the
natural state of affairs. After all, individuals are not the same; some are inde-
pendent and others are not. A king who is partial does not stop being a king,
unlike us, who presumably lose something of ourselves in the process. Nor
does this mean that karma is meaningless, because (a) it operates within par-
ticular limits and (b) it prompts God to be either angry or pleased. Narayana
Tirtha concludes his argument for God’s partiality by citing DraupadT’s fa-
mous speech to Yudhisthira in the Mahabharata when they have been exiled
from the kingdom to the forest. Frustrated by Yudhisthira’s lack of account-
ability and his insistence that everything happens for a reason, Draupadi
lashes out: “The arranger does not act towards beings like a mother or fa-
ther. He is prompted as if by anger, just like everyone else.”’* Draupadi’s with-
ering, almost heretical critique of an absurd, fickle god is firmly shut down in

73 Narayana Tirtha summarizes the means-end relationship between saguna- and nirguna-
bhakti near the end of his commentary on the Vedastuti, referring readers to the Bhakticandrika
for greater detail. See Vedastuti Vyakhya, f. 16v: yatha canayoh sadhyasadhanabhavas tat(h)oktam
Sandilyasutratikayam bhakticandrikayam asmabhir itiha samkseépah.

74 Mahabharata 3.31.37:

na matrpitrvad rajan dhata bhitésu vartate
rosad iva pravrttoyarm yatha‘yam itaré janah.
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the epic, even if it leaves unsettling questions.”® But here, it actually provides
scriptural sanction for Narayana Tirtha’s radical reenvisioning of Advaita
Védanta.”®

For Narayana Tirtha, the Mahabharata was contested territory in more
ways than one. Bhakti Siitra 2.2.23 brings up the question of the extent to
which subaltern castes are eligible to participate in bhakti: “All qualify in-
cluding the despised, on account of it being passed down, just like universal
[dharma]? In Narayana Tirtha’s commentary, this raises questions regarding
the very definition of caste, a topic regularly discussed by Naiyayikas at the
time.”” An opponent argues that the very notion of brahmanatva, Brahmin-
ness, cannot be determined based on birth (jati), but rather is defined by one’s
qualities (guna). In support of this definition, he cites a dialogue between
Yudhisthira and Nahusa in the same “forest” chapter of the Mahabharata.
In this dialogue, Yudhisthira tells Nahusa that caste is very difficult to figure
out, given the total intermixture of castes (varnasarikara). One had to fore-
ground character (sila) rather than birth. Narayana Tirtha rejects this “empty
claim” (riktam vacanam), quoting several normative Brahmanical texts to
reassert that Brahmin-ness is based on birth alone.”® The opponent’s claim,
of course, was not quite anti-essentialist. The Mahabharata was obsessed
with the problem of varnasanikara and with delimiting the boundaries of an
ideal social order. But in the seventeenth century, when Narayana Tirtha was
writing, varnasarmkara seems to have provoked a different kind of anxiety.
As I discussed in the previous chapter, the question “Who is a Brahmin?”
was to be contextualized within the rise of subaltern castes in political or-
ders under the Mughal aegis, their visibility in certain urban publics (such
as Banaras), and the new social mobility afforded to heterogeneous scholarly
and scribal communities that claimed upper-caste status. It is no surprise,
then, that the same concerns should arise when it came to universality of
bhakti, in spite of the fact that such an idea was articulated not in regional-
language poetry but in the Sanskrit scholastic domain.

Other than this retrenchment of caste determinism, what are we to make of
Narayana Tirtha’s repeated departures from the norm? One possibility is that

75 See Angelika Malinar, “Arguments of a Queen: Draupadi’s Views on Kingship,” in Gender
and Narrative in the Mahabharata, ed. Simon Brodbeck and Brian Black (London: Routledge,
2007), 86-88.

76 This paragraph is a paraphrase of Bhakticandrika, 252-255.

77 See Samuel Wright, “History in the Abstract: ‘Brahman-ness’ and the Discipline of Nyaya in
Seventeenth-Century Varanasi,” Journal of Indian Philosophy 44.5 (2016): 1041-1069.

78 Bhakticandrika, 196-198.
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he was taking his predecessor Madhusiidana to a logical extreme, opening
the floodgates to submerge nondual philosophy in religious devotion. But
beyond the writings of his student Gauda Brahmananda, we find little more
extant work by Advaitins in this vein. Such an interpretation also focuses ex-
clusively on the philosophical issues at stake instead of their historical con-
text. A more likely explanation is that Narayana belonged to a spectrum of
early modern Védantins who claimed a history of scholastic engagement
with the Bhagavata Purana and other scriptures. This spectrum ranged
between the Gaudiya Vaisnavas, the Vallabha Sampradaya, and, of course,
Madhustidana and his associates. Narayana Tirtha was at once indebted
to and distinct from the broader Advaita world. He was one of a number
of early modern Advaitins who adopted creative exegetical tactics to read
bhakti practices from the Bhagavata Purana back into canonical texts like
the Vedas.” Like Anantadéva, he took on Mimarnsa orthodoxy, dismissing
a famous passage from Kumarila Bhatta’s Slokavarttika that denied the ex-
istence of God.®? And in his commentary on Bhakti Sitra 2.2.25, he even
paraphrased Anantadéva’s Bhaktinirnaya and used the Mimarhsa language
of option theory to argue that either study of Véedanta or bhakti for God
could bring about liberation.®! Narayana Tirtha was fully a participant in
the bhakti-infused Mimarhsa and Advaita Védanta of his day, and added his
unique, sometimes dissonant voice to the chorus.

Bhakti, Yoga, and the Beautiful Goddess

A significant feature of early modern Sanskrit intellectual history was the
blurring of disciplinary boundaries. While Sanskrit intellectuals had always
written widely across $astras, seemingly without preference for one over
another, it was the very reinscription of disciplinary boundaries in early

79 See Bhakticandrika, 86-91, where Narayana Tirtha finds precedents in the Rg Véda for each
of the nine forms of bhakti in the Bhagavata. On the creative etymological approach adopted by
the scholar Nilakantha Caturdhara to elucidate the “hidden meaning” of Vedic mantras in the epics
and puranas, see Christopher Minkowski, “Nilakantha Caturdhara’s Mantrakasikhanda, Journal
of the American Oriental Society 122.2 (2002): 329-344, and Christopher Minkowski, “Nilakantha
Caturdhara and the Genre of Mantrarahasyaprakasika,” in Proceedings of the Second International
Vedic Workshop, ed. Y. Ikari (Kyoto, forthcoming). Nilakantha owed his readings of the Vedastuti
to prior commentaries by Madhustdana and Narayana Tirtha. See Christopher Minkowski, “The
Vedastuti and Vedic Studies: Nilakantha on Bhagavata Purana X.87,” in The Vedas: Texts, Langauge,
Ritual, ed. Arlo Griffiths and Jan E. M. Houben (Groningen: Egbert Forsten, 2004), 125-142.

80 Bhakticandrika, 139-140.

81 Bhakticandrika, 215-217. Cf. Bhaktinirnaya, 38-46.
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modern doxographical writing that made their mutual imbrication distinc-
tive.3? The seventeenth-century scholar Bhatt6ji Diksita, for example, found
his penchant for Advaita Vedanta filtering into his works on grammar, and
vice versa.®* Kamalakara Bhatta wrote a series of essays on Mimarhsa that
engaged with topics specific to Vedanta. The sixteenth-century Védantin
Vijiianabhiksu urged that Samkhya, yoga, and Védanta constituted a single
teaching.3* This context helps make sense of Narayana Tirtha’s incorpora-
tion of the theory of bhakti from the Bhakti Siitras into his commentary on
Patafijali’s Yoga Siitras, called the Yogasiddhantacandrika. Narayana Tirtha’s
main project in the Yogasiddhantacandrika was to reread the discipline of
Patafijali’s yoga as both indispensable and subordinate to Advaita Védanta.
Drawing on a long history of the intersection of Advaita and yoga, Narayana
Tirtha identified samadhi, or absorption, with the Advaitic practice of
nididhydsana, repeated meditation on one’s unity with Brahman. He offered
a set of fourteen yogas that sequentially enabled one to come to know the
Atman. These yogas began with Saiva practices of ritual homologization and
culminated in a Vaisnava theology of loving devotion (prémabhaktiyoga).3>
The Yogasiddhantacandrika shows that Narayana Tirtha was attuned to a
broader yoga world that ranged from Sakta Tantric practitioners to the Nath
tradition.® What concerns me here is how Narayana Tirtha incorporated
the theology of the Bhakticandrika into the Yoga Siitras, since it means that
his attention to bhakti was not restricted to the genre of texts in which one
may expect its appearance.

In Yogasiddhantacandrika 1.23-32, Narayana Tirtha provides several
indications that bhakti shaped his understanding of the Yoga Siitras. Across
these sitras there are mentions of God and meditation on a single entity.

82 See Nicholson, Unifying Hinduism, 144-164.

83 See Jonathan Peterson, “The Language of Legitimacy and Decline: Grammar and the Recovery
of Vedanta in Bhattoji Diksita’s Tattvakaustubha,” Journal of Indian Philosophy 48.1 (2020): 23-47.

84 See Nicholson, Unifying Hinduism, 108-123.

8 See Yogasiddhantacandrika, 2. The full list is kriyayoga, caryayoga, karmayoga, hathayoga,
mantrayoga, jianayoga, advaitayoga, laksyayoga, brahmayoga, Sivayoga, siddhiyoga, vasanayoga,
layayoga, dhyanayoga, and prémabhaktiyoga. The manuscript from Mysore used for the edi-
tion contains glosses, perhaps added by a later copyist, that clarify what some of these yogas en-
tail: advaitayoga is understanding the purport of Védantic statements about the nondual Supreme
Self; brahmayoga is attention to the nada, Brahman as sound; sivayoga is the general feeling of
oneness with God; siddhiydga is purifying one’s veinal channels; vasandyoga is the desire for lib-
eration, to know the truth of the Atman; layaydga is the samprajiiata samadhi described in Yoga
Satra 1.17-18; dhyanayiga is reflecting on the embodied form of Siva, Visnu, and other gods; and
prémabhaktiyoga is the uninterrupted flow of love, an exclusive consciousness of God’s lotus feet.

8 Jason Schwartz, “Parabrahman among the Yogins,” International Journal of Hindu Studies 21.3
(2017): 379-382.
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They turn out to be fertile ground for Narayana Tirtha to plant the seeds
of bhakti. For example, Yoga Suitra 1.23 prescribes “surrender to God”
(i$varapranidhana). Narayana Tirtha explains, “Surrender is the means by
which the heart is made to focus exclusively on someone; in other words,
love, over and over again. The idea is that samadhi is available most effort-
lessly through bhaktiyoga, to be described further on, which involves under-
standing that what leads to love are things like worship through mantras and
recitation.”®” A long excursus in his commentary on Yoga Sitra 1.26, which
says God was the teacher of the ancients (pirvesam api guruh), defends the
concept of avataras, God’s manifestations on earth, mirroring a discussion
in his Bhakticandrika on Bhakti Sutra 2.2.29.% With liberal use of late sec-
tarian scriptures like the Rama-, Gopala-, and Nrsimha-Tapiniya Upanisad,
Narayana Tirtha argues at length that figures like Rama and Krsna are not
simply exalted individuals but the playful incarnations of the one supreme
God. Interestingly, and perhaps pointing to his association with charis-
matic gurus, Narayana Tirtha also says that “great souls of the present day
should also be regarded as such.”®® He goes on to taxonomize the avataras
according to the Paficaratra Agamas, but unlike other Vaisnavas who adopt
the same system, he does not commit to the supremacy of Visnu, and instead
emphasizes that Siva and Visnu are on the same footing. In this he joined
other early modern Advaitins like Anantadéva, who expressed the sentiment
that “[t]hose who zealously put down either Siva or Visnu by elevating the
other should not be considered devotees at all.”®® Narayana Tirtha’s crucial
discussion of bhaktiyoga, of bhakti as yoga, comes in his preface to Yoga Siitra
1.32, which reads, “To prevent distractions, practice [concentrating on] a
single truth” For Narayana Tirtha, “practice” is nothing but bhakti, and the
“truth” to which it is directed is God:

87 Yogasiddhantacandrika, 26: pranidhiyaté tadékamatranisthamn manah  kriyaténéneéti
punahpunaripam  préma  tatsadhanamantrajaparadhyatvajiianadiripad — vaksyamanad
bhaktiyogad anayaseéna asannatamah samadhilabho bhavatityarthah.

8 See Yogasiddhantacandrika, 35-40. Cf. Bhakticandrika, 143-151.

8 Yogasiddhantacandrika, 38: évam ... adhunika api mahanubhava mantavyah.

%0 See Bhaktinirnaya, 46: yé tu visnor utkarsena Sivapakarsabhinivésinah, yé ca Sivotkarséna visnor
apakarsabhinivésinas té ubhayépi na bhakta iti mantavyam. Also see Christopher Minkowski,
“Nilakantha’s Mahabharata,” Seminar 608 (2010): 32-38, on Nilakantha Caturdhara’s assertion of
why “partisan quarreling about the hierarchy of particular forms of the deity was misguided and
harmful” And as we saw in Chapter 2, the one-time head of the Sanikara matha at Kafncipuram,
Bodhéndra Sarasvati, wrote a tract that sought to abolish the hierarchy between Siva and Visnu, the
Hariharadvaitabhiisana. He built on previous work by people like Appayya Diksita, who composed
hymns on multiple deities at the behest of religiously diverse patrons. See Yigal Bronner, “Singing to
God, Educating the People: Appayya Diksita and the Function of Stotras,” Journal of the American
Oriental Society 127.2 (2007): 113-130.
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It is only devotion to God [bhajana] that provides the greatest result, for
“even a little bit of this dharma releases one from great fear” (Bhagavad
Gita 2.40). Just as a spark of fire, however tiny, becomes a blaze when fed
by a clump of grass, and accomplishes every requisite effect, so too are
the acts of devotion [pranidhanal, even such minor ones as inadvertently
uttering the name of God, capable of obliterating a host of sins, as they did
for Ajamila. And magnified by that very act of destruction, they become
capable of accomplishing the heart’s desire, when rounded out by faith
and a longing for the object of devotion. Therefore, pranidhana alone is
indispensable.’!

Whereas previous commentators on the Yoga Siitras had identified the word
pranidhana with bhakti, they usually restricted it to basic forms of wor-
ship or offering one’s actions to God.”? Narayana Tirtha, however, breaks
down pranidhana into four types: preeminent (paramamukhya), principal
(mukhya), subordinate (mukhyajatiya), and aspirational (mukhyakalpa).
The first of these is nothing but love (préma), the greatest exemplars of which
are the gopis of the Bhagavata. By hearing and singing God’s glories, their
hearts melted like a porous copper pot, transforming into an intense stream
that flowed only to him, in fact conforming to his shape. This describes
prémabhaktiyoga, which Narayana Tirtha defines as “the uninterrupted flow
of extreme, exclusive love for God’s lotus feet.” For those unable to achieve
that, there are three progressively less intensive practices: nididhyasana or
meditation, acts of piety and fasting, and relinquishing the results of ac-
tion and offering them to God. It is an open question how integral God was
to the early yoga tradition. Yoga Sitras 1.23-26 suggest that God could be
worshiped, embodied, and perhaps even capable of bestowing grace, having
an active role in the world even if he was not its creator. For Narayana
Tirtha, there is no doubt whatsoever. His primary sources of bhakti are the
Bhagavata Purana, the Bhagavad Gita, and several late theistic Upanisads.

1 Yogasiddhantacandrika, 49-50: bhagavadbhajanasyaivagnivadapiirnasyapy asya “svalpam
apy asya dharmasya trayaté mahato bhayat” iti vadata bhagavata mahaphalapratipadanat.
yathagnikond'tisvalpo'pi trnarasim jvalayams tenaiva varddhitah pirnah sarvani sicitani karyani
janayati. tatha bhagavato yathakathaficinnamoccaranadirupam api pranidhanam ajamilader
iva paparasim nasayat téna nasénaivadhikam sampadyamanarm sSraddhadina pirnar bhajaniya
icchasahakrtar sarvabhilasitam sadhayati. tasmat pranidhanam evavasyakam.

92 Cf. Bhoja’s Rajamartanda commentary on Yoga Sitra 1.23. Yogasitram by Maharsipatafijali
with Six Commentaries, ed. Pandit Dhundhiraj Sastri (Varanasi: Chaukhambha Sanskrit Sansthan,
1982), 28. See Christopher Chapple, “Isvarapranidhana and Bhakti,” Journal of Vaishnava Studies
14.1 (2005): 29-42.
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By invoking the “melted hearts” of the gopis, Narayana Tirtha was also prob-
ably referring to Madhustidana’s Bhaktirasayana, which defines bhakti as the
“transformation of a heart melted by devotion into a constant stream that
flows toward the Lord of all.”** But instead of according it a separate concep-
tual or generic space, he places it at the center of yoga practice, making bhakti
constitutive of an entirely different system of knowledge.

If Narayana Tirtha’s religious sensibilities complicate the binary between
Saivas and Vaisnavas, we could attribute it to his inclination to play down
sectarian conflict, like many other contemporary Advaitins. However, the
Bhakti Siitras’ theory of bhakti was not confined to the Vaisnava world at
all. One of the handful of precolonial scholars to refer to the Bhakti Siitras
was Bhaskararaya (c. 1700-1775 cE), a Sakta theologian from Maharashtra
who spent much of his life in the Tamil South. Bhaskararaya is famous for
his writings on the Srividya Tantric tradition of goddess worship. His main
works include the Saubhagyabhdaskara commentary on the Lalitasahasrana-
mastotra, the Setubandha commentary on the Nityasodasikarnava Tantra,
the Guptavati commentary on the Dévi Mahatmya, and the Varivasya
Rahasya, an important Srividya ritual manual. In a biography of his teacher,
Bhaskararaya’s student Umanandanatha describes how he began his career
in Gujarat, vanquishing adherents of the Vallabha and Madhva communities,
before moving to the banks of the Kaveri River.** It is possible that this story
was motivated by sectarian discontent. Purusottama Pitambara, a follower
of Vallabha from Surat, had written a tract denouncing the Saiva ideology
of Appayya Diksita’s Sivatattvaviveka. Whether or not Bhaskararaya actu-
ally participated in such debates, he was most certainly in the Saiva-Sakta
camp. Bhaskararaya mentions the Bhakti Sitras a handful of times in
the Saubhagyabhaskara and the Sétubandha.®> Although many of these
references are perfunctory, a few stand out. In the Lalitasahasranama the
“beautiful goddess” Lalita is called a “lover of bhakti, attainable by bhakti,

9 Sribhagavadbhaktirasayanam, 13:

drutasya bhagavaddharmad dharavahikatam gata
sarvese manaso vrttir bhaktir ity abhidhiyate.

9 See Varivasyarahasya by Sri Bhaskarardaya Makhin, ed. S. Subrahmanya Sastri (Madras: Adyar
Library and Research Centre, 1968 [1934]), xxv-xxvii.

% See  Srilalitasahasranamastotram  with ~‘Saubhagyabhaskara’ by Bhaskarardya, ed.
Batukanathashastri Khiste and Shitala Prasada Upadhyaya (Varanasi: Sampurnanand Sanskrit
University, 2003), 10, 88-89, 96, 181, 332 (henceforth cited as Saubhagyabhaskara). Cf. Nityasod
asikarnavah with the Commentary “Setubandha” by Bhaskararaya, ed. Shitala Pradasa Upadhyaya
(Varanasi: Sampurnanand Sanskrit University, 2005), 3, 61, 271, 308 (henceforth cited as
Setubandha).
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and won over by bhakti” Commenting on these names, Bhaskararaya says,
“Bhakti is of two kinds: primary and secondary. Primary bhakti is a partic-
ular transformation of the heart called ‘love. It has God as its object. As the
Bhaktisutra (1.1.2) says: ‘That is supreme love for God. The definite article
‘that’ signifies bhakti, as we understand from the first siitra: ‘Now, therefore,
an inquiry into bhakti’ The word ‘supreme’ is an adjective for bhakti. ‘Love’
is being predicated on that specific type of supreme or rather primary bhakti.
It is for that very reason, say earlier commentators, that ‘the word “supreme”
excludes secondary bhakti! "%

Bhaskararaya is familiar not only with the Bhakti Siitras, which he alter-
nately calls the Sandilya Sitra and the Bhakti Mimarsa, but also with the
broader discourse of Vaisnava bhakti. He describes the everyday practices
of secondary bhakti according to the “eightfold” typology of Aditya and
Garuda Puranas, adding that the “ninefold” and “tenfold” typologies of the
Bhagavata and Brhannaradiya Puranas are not categorically distinct but are
partial supplements (avayutyanuvada). He also refers to a commentarial
tradition on the Bhakti Sitras, although it does not seem to be that of ei-
ther Svapnésvara or Narayana Tirtha.®” It is possible that he was responding
to some of his own Saiva contemporaries. Nilakantha Diksita, for instance,
defined bhakti as a synonym for upasand, the esoteric worship of a partic-
ular deity, that must be accompanied by the ritual techniques of the Saiva
Agamas.”® Bhaskararaya criticizes this definition, using the Bhakti Sitras
to bolster his argument: “Some say that worship [updsand] is simply love
[anuraga] whose object is the deity. That is incorrect. Otherwise, the act of
distinguishing bhakti from upasana in such injunctions as ‘One infused with
bhakti should perform worship’ would make no sense. The word bhakti refers
to nothing but anuraga. As it is said in Bhakti Stitra 1.1.1-2: ‘Now, therefore,

% See Saubhagyabhaskara,88: bhaktir dvividha mukhya gaunicéti.tatrésvaravisayakonuragakhyas
cittavrttiviseso mukhyabhaktih. tatha ca bhaktimimamsasitram ‘sa paranuraktir iSvare” iti. “athato
bhaktijijiasa” iti sutropatta bhaktis tatpadarthah. tasyah pareti visesanam. param mukhyam
bhaktivisésam uddisyanuraktir laksanatvéna vidhiyata iti tadarthah. ata éva paréti gaunim
vyavartayatiti bhasyam.

7 See, e.g., Saubhagyabhaskara, 332. Bhaskararaya comments on the hemistich, “How can
someone who does not sing this hymn become a devotee?” He interprets the different ways in which
“singing” (kirtana) works for different kinds of devotees, according to the taxonomy provided in
Bhagavad Gita 7.16. He attributes this interpretation to the “commentarial section beginning with
Bhakti Sitra 2.2.27, which says that “great sinners (qualify for bhakti) when in great pain” I do
not find this mode of explication, or even a contextual reference to Bhagavad Gita 7.16, in either
Svapnésvara’s or Narayana Tirtha's commentary.

%8 Fisher, Hindu Pluralism, 74.
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aninquiryinto bhakti. That is supreme love for the Lord. Therefore, upasana
must be defined as an activity other than anuraga.”®

In basic terms, these citations show that Bhaskararaya considered the
Bhakti Siitras relevant to his Sakta commentary. Like the Saivas from Kerala
we encountered in the first chapter, he treated Vaisnava works as canonical
sources. This was not so unusual for the time; his contemporary Kasinatha
Bhatta reached for the Bhakti Sitras to define bhakti for Siva at the very be-
ginning of his Sivabhaktirasayana.'® However, Bhaskararaya’s most striking
recognition of bhakti as a full-fledged system comes in the introduction to
the Setubandha. In this passage, Bhaskararaya provides an account of upper-
caste education. To paraphrase: Bhaskararaya begins with a taxonomy of
the vidyas, or knowledge systems, that God transmitted to people for the
purpose of accomplishing the goals of human life. Each of these vidyds was
intended for people with different intellectual and social abilities. They
were also hierarchically structured. In brief, this educational sequence is as
follows: Once a (male, twice-born) child is past the age of play, he should
learn to read and recite the Sanskrit language (aksarabhydsa). In order to
learn grammar (chandas), he is taught belles lettres (kavya). Then comes the
science of logic and epistemology (nyaya), which teaches him that the self
is distinct from the body, mind, and so forth. In order to understand what
constitutes his ritual and moral duty, dharma, he then studies the tradition
of Vedic hermeneutics (pirvamimamsa). So far this educational scheme—
literature, grammar, logic, and hermeneutics—matches what some called
vyutpatti.'® However, Bhaskararaya calls these systems “grounded in non-
knowing” (ajfianabhimika). True knowledge, in good Védantic terms, is the
realization of Brahman and thereupon liberation. For this purpose, it helps
to study the Upanisads and the Brahma Siitras (uttaramimansa). According
to the Yoga Vasistha, these latter systems of true knowledge are divided

% See Sétubandha, 61: dévatavisayakénuraga évopasanéti kécit. tan na. bhaktiman
upasitetyadividhau  bhaktér — updsanato  bhédena  nirdesanupapattéh.  anuragasyaiva
bhaktipadavacyatvat. ‘athato bhaktijijiasa” ‘sa paranuraktir isvaré” iti Sandilyasutrat. tasmat
anuragavyavrtta kriyaivopasand. I am grateful to Eric Steinschneider for drawing my attention to
this passage.

100" A Descriptive Catalogue of the Sanskrit Manuscripts in the Government Collection under the
Care of the Royal Asiatic Society of Bengal, vol. 8, ed. Chintaharan Chakravarti (Calcutta: Asiatic
Society of Bengal, 1940), 617. Kasinatha also argued that the Dévibhagavata was the true Bhagavata
Purana. See Christopher Minkowski, “I'll Wash Out Your Mouth with My Boot: A Guide to
Philological Argument in Mughal-Era Banaras,” in Epic and Argument: Essays in Honor of Robert
P. Goldman, ed. Sheldon Pollock (Delhi: Manohar, 2010), 117-141.

101 Sheldon Pollock, “The Social Aesthetic and Sanskrit Literary Theory,” Journal of Indian
Philosophy 29.1 (2001): 197-229.
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into seven: the desire to know (vividisa), rumination (vicarana), subtlety
(tanumanasa), clarity (sattvapatti), detachment (asamsakti), experiencing
the object (padarthabhavini), and the sublime (turyag). Between the second
and third stage and lasting until the fifth stage appears an important in-
termediary stage called bhakti. At this time, one studies the Bhakti Siitras
(bhaktimimamsa). Only upon achieving bhakti does one directly experi-
ence Brahman (aparoksanubhava), and attain liberation after leaving the
body (videhakaivalya). Progressive access to each of these states, however,
is gained only after several lifetimes.!* Bhaskararaya pauses to analyze the
system he calls bhakti:

Thus after serious effort put in over innumerable births, one is well-suited
to gradually climb up to the stage of understanding the verbal truth of the
Supreme Brahman. At this point, one develops a distinct degree of mental
purity, such that one is neither excessively attached to nor utterly disdainful
of samsara. Such a person is eligible for the path of bhakti, as adumbrated in
Bhagavata Purana 11.20.8: “Neither disgusted nor extremely attached, he
achieves perfection through bhaktiyoga” That bhakti is of two kinds: sec-
ondary and primary. Secondary bhakti includes meditation, worship, reci-
tation, and singing the names of the embodied Brahman [saguna], practices
that can be combined wherever possible. Primary bhakti, however, is a par-
ticular kind of love that arises from that. Secondary bhakti also has several
intermediate stages. . .. After progressing through each of these stages over
several lifetimes, one develops secondary bhakti for the Beautiful Goddess
of Triple City [tripurasundari], and when well-established therein, one fi-
nally attains supreme bhakti for her.!%?

We find here another clear elaboration of the bhaktimarga so treasured by
the Bhagavata and its interpreters, repurposed to fit a particular Sakta in-
tellectual and soteriological project. This rather uncontroversial, almost
universalized discussion of bhakti immediately leads into Bhaskararaya’s

102 The preceding is a paraphrase of Setubandha, 2-3.

103 Setubandha, 3-4: tad évam aparimitair janmabhir mahata prayatnéna parabrahmanah sabdat-
attvaniscayabhiumikaparyantam krameéna samyagaridhasya samsare natyantam asaktir napi drdho
nirveda ityakarika vilaksana cittasuddhih sampadyate. so'yam bhaktimargédhikart. “na nirvinno
na ca’sakto bhaktiyogosya siddhidah” iti vacanat. sa ca bhaktir dvividha—gauni para ceti. tatradya
sagunasya brahmané dhyanarcanajapanamakirtanadiripa sambhavatsamuccayika. parabhaktis
tv etajjanyanuragavisesaripa. adyaya api bahavo'vantarabhumikah . . . anéna krameénaita
bhimika anantair janmabhir aradhasya pascat tripurasundaryam gaunabhaktyudayas tatra
samyanniriidhasya tasyam parabhaktyudaya iti sthitih.
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defense of the validity and efficacy of more specifically Srividya scrip-
tural traditions and ritual practices. He goes on to specify the methods
of worshiping the goddess (sundaryupasti) in both internal and ex-
ternal formats (antar- and bahiryaga), which is the subject matter of the
Nityasodasikarnava. Bhaskararaya also saw an intellectual continuity be-
tween his works; he refers often to the Saubhdagyabhaskara in his Setubandha
and divides bhakti into primary and secondary modes in both.

If not the culmination of all religious activity, bhakti was nevertheless in-
tegral to Bhaskararaya’s Tantric worldview. Far away from the northern ob-
session with the beauty of Krsna, Bhaskararaya was captivated by a different
dazzling deity, the beautiful goddess of the South, Lalitd Tripurasundari.
So did bhakti find its way back south. Like A. K. Ramanujan’s famous story
about Aristotle’s knife, it had changed hands and points a few times, but
stayed more or less the same.1%*

Tying the Threads

I have shown in this chapter that the intersections between bhakti and
Advaita Vedanta in early modern India, at least in the Sanskrit scholastic
world, were much more complex than mainstream histories of Indian phi-
losophy and religion suggest. I focused on a text only recently made ca-
nonical, the Bhakti Sitras of Sandilya. Their hostility to the nondualist
emphasis on knowledge notwithstanding, the Bhakti Siitras became the ob-
ject of study primarily among Advaitins themselves. I follow the career of
one such commentator, Narayana Tirtha, and situate his occasionally rad-
ical claims about the primacy of bhakti in the context of the broader Advaita
world and in his own diverse body of work. Narayana Tirtha shows affinity

in turns for Advaita Védanta, Gaudiya Vaisnavism, and Saiva Yoga. Perhaps

105

these labels themselves have led us astray.!’> I demonstrate that these very

104 See A. K. Ramanujan, “Three Hundred Ramdyanas: Five Examples and Three Thoughts on
Translation,” in The Collected Essays of A. K. Ramanujan, ed. Vinay Dharwadker (New Delhi: Oxford
University Press, 1999), 156.

105 Cf. Lawrence McCrea, “Playing with the System: Fragmentation and Individualization in Late
Pre-colonial Mimarhsa,” Journal of Indian Philosophy 36.5 (2008): 576-577: “[ T |he nature of the dis-
ciplinary and doctrinal commitments entailed by the choice to write within a particular ‘system, the
range of variation in these commitments, and the way they changed over time, need to be seriously
explored. It is really not at all clear, for our period or any other, what it means.. . . to ‘be’ a Naiyayika
or a Mimarhsaka—what it implies about one’s beliefs, one’s writing and reading practices, and one’s
social, religious, and intellectual affiliations.”
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same discourses on bhakti became central to the South Indian Srividya
practitioner Bhaskararaya. Here was yet another Advaita, embedded and
embodied in the Sakta intellectual and ritual world of the Tamil South.
Bhaskararaya presents another genealogy of Advaita and bhakti that has
escaped historiographical attention.

There were many Advaitas, many Advaitins, and many bhaktas within the
Sanskrit scholastic sphere in the seventeenth century and beyond. How their
deliberations may have impacted or even been influenced by vernacular cul-
tural and intellectual production is a question that deserves further investi-
gation. Although it is difficult to substantiate hagiographical narratives about
the relationship between Madhustidana Sarasvati and Tulsidas, author of the
Avadhi Ramecaritmanas, it seems that at least a prominent member of the
Ram Rasik vernacular devotional community, Mahant Ramcarandas (1760-
1831 ck), was well-acquainted with these Sanskrit discussions about bhakti.
With the help of the pandits of Ayodhya, this early nineteenth-century ex-
egete offered a theology of bhakti in his Anand Lahari, a Hindi commen-
tary on the Ramcaritmanas, that bears close resemblance to the concerns
of Madhustidana and Narayana Tirtha.!% He recapitulates a distinction we
find in their works between the Bhagavata’s “ninefold” bhakti and the more
specialized bhakti of supreme love (préma). Like his Sanskrit predecessors,
he distinguishes this latter bhakti from those that are “mixed with action”
(karmamisra) and “mixed with knowledge and action” (karmajfianami-
§ra).1%” And although he uses the familiar pejorative “illusionist” (mayavadi)
to refer to certain Advaita factions, he cites many Sanskrit Advaita texts and
may have even considered Advaita to be a Vaisnava school of philosophy.'%
Similarly, the Bhaktamal of Nabhadas (1600 cE), a text which, by the late
nineteenth century, “had become a key ingredient in the nationalist-tinged
Hindu devotionalism that would come to define modern Hinduism,” pays
obeisance not only to vernacular bhakti poets but also to famous exegetes
of the Advaita Védanta tradition: Sankara, Citsukha, Nysirhharanya, and
Madhustidana Sarasvati, among others.!% Writing on the cusp of a time

196 See Vasudha Paramasivan, “Between Text and Sect: Early Nineteenth Century Shifts in the
Theology of Ram” (Ph.D. diss., University of California Berkeley, 2010), 93-125.

107 Paramasivan, “Between Text and Sect,” 119. Cf. Bhakticandrika, 162-163. This typology is first
articulated in the Bhagavatamuktaphala by Vopadéva in the thirteenth century.

108 Paramasivan, “Between Text and Sect,” 116.

109 See James Hare, “Contested Communities and the Re-imagination of Nabhadas’
Bhaktamal,” in Time, History and the Religious Imaginary in South Asia, ed. Anne Murphy
(London: Routledge: 2011), 162. Cf. Mishra, The Development and Place of Bhakti in Sankara
Vedanta, 6-7.
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when other Vaisnava intellectuals tried to exclude Advaita from among the
representatives of a big-tent Hinduism by pointing to bhakti as “the only real
religion of the Hindus,” Ramcarandas occupies an unusual place in the his-
tory of ideas.!1?

This brief exploration of intellectual history on the margins of the classical
returns us to our initial questions about historical method itself. My reading,
like that of my predecessors, focuses on the content of these intellectuals’
unique and often unprecedented arguments. However, my aim is not to ac-
count for either their consistency or inconsistency but to understand their
writing in context. That context proves to be more complex and wide-
ranging than the frame of philosophical “schools” allows us to comprehend.
Perhaps a more genealogical approach to the history of Advaita would re-
quire us to revisit the very systematicity of the system. Instead of assuming
the coherence of Advaita Védanta as a school of philosophy and singling out
individual authors for their deviations from a norm, we might consider the
tradition itself fragmented and fractured. Whether this means paying closer
attention to premodern schisms between Smarta and Bhagavata Advaitins,
understanding the relationship between Vaisnava and Saiva Advaitins north
and south, or offering our own analytical distinctions between classical and
greater Advaita, we should become more expansive with the kinds of texts we
are reading and the ways in which we read them.

110 See Vasudha Dalmia, The Nationalization of Hindu Traditions: Bharatendu Harischandra and
Nineteenth-Century Banaras (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1997), 338-429. Consider also
the “four-sampraday” rubric, a genealogical narrative in which the sectarian traditions of Ramanand,
Kes$av Bhatt Kagmiri, Caitanya, and Vallabhacarya found their ancestry in four Vaisnava (i.e., non-
Advaita) Vedanta counterparts in the South. See Hawley, A Storm of Songs, 99-147.

$20Z J8quBA0N $Z Uuo 1s8nb AQ gy68G/500q/woo dnoolwspese//:sdiy wol) papeojumoq



Conclusion

Introduction

Each chapter in this book resolves an argument about the Bhagavata Purana
in Indian intellectual history. In Chapter 1, I showed that there was a Saiva
reception of the Bhagavata in medieval Kerala that has gone virtually un-
recognized. I contextualized these Saiva writers in the complex social order
of their time and place. And I demonstrated that despite the uniqueness of
their commentarial writings, they were connected to the later history of the
Bhagavata. I pursued one of these connections in Chapter 2 by studying the
intellectual, social, and cultural history of the Bhagavannamakaumudi, a
book by one of the scholars from Kerala that cemented the Bhagavata’s status
as Veda by overturning centuries of hermeneutical precedent. I traced the
Kaumudr's journey up and down the subcontinent asitinfluenced the very dif-
ferent concerns of different religious communities. What these communities
shared was the belief that repeating the divine name would remove all sins
and prepare one for liberation. In Chapter 3, I explored how this bhakti trope
shaped reflections about Brahmin identity in the writings of a single scholarly
family, the Dévas of Banaras. Originally from Maharashtra, the Dévas incor-
porated bhakti into their writings across Sanskrit disciplines and in venues
of public debate and performance. They were scholars and storytellers who,
like the Bhagavata itself, circulated in a wide social sphere. In Chapter 4,
I argued that the Bhdgavata was enshrined as $astra, a theoretical system, in
the Bhakti Siitras, likely written in the same circles. I showed that readers of
the Bhakti Siitras had complicated relationships with the disciplines in which
they worked. I supported scholarly calls to revisit the concept of the system
in Indian intellectual history and suggested that the tendency to evaluate
authors as either faithful to or deviating from the doctrines of a school is more
harmful than helpful in understanding their thought.

Another thread through the book’s chapters was my search for scholarly
life. T was interested in eliciting ways of being from the abstract genre of

Love in the Time of Scholarship. Anand Venkatkrishnan, Oxford University Press. © Oxford University Press 2024.
DOI: 10.1093/0s0/9780197776636.003.0006
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Sanskrit §astra in order to understand the formation of Brahmin intellectuals
beyond the self-contained system of elite education. Toward this end,
Iappealed to the concept of subtext in scholarly prose: signature expressions,
playfulness, irascibility, winks and nudges. On occasion, I used this concept
to find traces of nonelite, everyday religion in the cosmopolitan language
of Sanskrit §dstra. In Chapter 1, I argued that both “high” and “low” forms
of goddess worship in northern Kerala shaped a distinctive commentarial
tradition. In Chapter 2, I suggested that the quotidian practice of singing
the name of God urged a reappraisal of Sanskrit theories of scripture. In
Chapter 3, I followed the social commentary of Marathi bhakti into the intel-
lectual lives of the Brahmin elite of Banaras. In Chapter 4, I zeroed in on how
bhakti as theory prompted some scholars to reimagine their relationship to
yoga, Tantra, and Advaita Védanta. Whether or not I have been successful in
my attempt to provincialize the history of Brahmin scholarship will depend
on how this approach is taken up in the future.

When I first came to this project many years ago, the questions that
I asked were mostly historiographical in nature, befitting my newfound
identity as an intellectual historian. I was interested in problems in the
study of Sanskrit knowledge. Studies of sastra in late precolonial India had
ignored religion; this was a problem. Histories of Indian philosophy had
obsessed over doctrinal changes rather than hermeneutical innovations;
this was a problem. Tales told about the Bhdgavata Purana had sidelined
Saivism; this was a problem. This was a problem, that was a problem, from
problems came other problems, until, to rephrase a Vedic mantra, only
problems remained. I no longer think in terms of problems. Instead, I listen
to the voices I hear in the scholastic record. They whisper possibilities. They
speak of feelings not faded. They cast dissonant spells, fashioning a world
beyond and within their words. They warn me: we are not so different, you
and I. For this is now a study of scholarly life, which is to look into a mirror
darkly.! The Dévas, for example, seem awfully familiar. Like privately re-
ligious scholars, they struggled with the tension between material success
and personal piety. Like members of any academic family, they wanted
both to honor their heritage and to stake out their own positions. Like

! Cf. Constanze Giithenke, “Shop Talk: Reception Studies and Recent Work in the History of
Scholarship,” Classical Receptions Journal 1.1 (2009): 113: “A way of doing the history of scholarship
that critically takes into account notions of authorship and of what image of the scholar and of schol-
arship we assume in the first place then ought to act as a necessary corrective to a kind of nostalgia for
the scholar in communion with his or her object of study”
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immigrants in search of new economic opportunities, they tried to main-
tain a sense of continuity with the culture of their origin. And like public
intellectuals in the modern academy, they participated in a wide discursive
sphere, while keeping in place the specialized language of scholarship and
the social hierarchies of caste, class, and gender. My desire for contempo-
raneity, or rather anachronism, is reflected in my choices of translation,
which are methodological choices. I have spoken of prestige, portfolios, and
precarity; fun, freedom, and philosophes; textbooks, theory, and tenure.
These are ways not only to overcome the soporific nature of Sanskrit sastra
but also to resist its self-appointed otherworldliness. There are, of course,
more material ways to bring it to life: reading texts philologically alongside
inscriptional records; understanding the circulation of texts within reading
communities; researching manuscript economy; studying scribal practice;
perusing family libraries, personal collections, and institutional memories.>
I have brought the insights of social history to bear on this book. But I am
interested in reading out from the text rather than back into it.

How we come to know something shapes what we say about it. I have
wondered, more than argued, about how the scholars in this book came to
know what they wrote about. My guide has been attention to prose style, to
subtext and paratext, and to social spaces like monasteries, temple grounds,
theaters, and city streets. Yet in the writing of this book, I have conformed to
the very scholarly conventions I find so frustrating in sastra by withdrawing
myself from the text. Textual scholars have few opportunities to show their
work, to pull back the illusory curtain of solitary, objective research and dis-
play everything that goes into what they write. But this is exactly what I want
to know of the scholars in this book. If they are not so different from us, or
we from them, then reflecting on the present is a reflection on the past. The
following vignettes turn the lens back on myself and how I came to write this
book. They concern each of the topics above—style, subtext, and space—
with reference to my work. These stories begin, as with all my thinking, with
the everyday life of the life of the mind.

2 See Whitney Cox, Modes of Philology in Medieval South India (Leiden: Brill, 2017);
Samuel Wright, A Time of Novelty: Logic, Emotion, and Intellectual Life in Early Modern India
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2021); Jahnabi Barooah, “History from the Margins: Literary
Culture and Manuscript Production in Western India in the Vernacular Millennium;” Manuscript
Studies: A Journal of the Schoenberg Institute for Manuscript Studies 6.2 (2022): 197-222; Dominik
Wujastyk, “Ramasubrahmanya’s Manuscripts: Intellectual Networks in the Kaveri Delta, 1693
1922 in Aspects of Manuscript Culture in South India, ed. Saraju Rath (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 235-252.
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The Elements of Style

Virginia Woolf once lamented that “Elizabethan prose, for all its beauty and
bounty, was a very imperfect medium. It was almost incapable of fulfilling
one of the offices of prose which is to make people talk, simply and natu-
rally, about ordinary things”® Even if we recognize the exhortatory nature
of Woolf’s comment—that this is what prose should do—and her modernist
desire to find the sublime in the ordinary, she could easily have been talking
about Sanskrit prose. Sanskrit prose is of two types, literary and scholastic.
Although there are few examples of the former, it has received more atten-
tion than the latter. Like most academic writing, Sanskrit scholarly prose
often feels stolid and withdrawn. It was never theorized, only practiced. Yet
its conventions did not emerge out of nowhere, nor did they stay the same.
While I will not build toward a theory here, I do want to provide an example
from my own life of what happens when one pays attention to prose style.
The example comes from a paper I coauthored with the great Sanskritist
Andrew Ollett on a literary commentary by Narayana, who lived in Kerala in
the seventeenth century.* Narayana’s commentary provides a rare glimpse of
the life of Sanskrit scholarship and of what historians of science call “the im-
portance of character both for historical research and as a key hermeneutical
tool for historical analysis.”®

My interest in Narayana’s character, however, cannot be separated from
my own character. Coming to his writing was an accident of circumstance.
When I was teaching Sanskrit at Harvard University, I agreed to read the
Bhagavadajjukam with a graduate student interested in Pallava-period art.
The Bhagavadajjukam was a satirical drama from the seventh century that
poked fun at the allure of religion and sex. At the time I was going through
the papers of Charles Lanman, professor of Sanskrit at Harvard from 1880 to
1926. Many of the Sanskrit books in Harvard’s library were from Lanman’s
personal collection, including the 1925 edition of the Bhagavadajjukam
with the commentary by Narayana, presented to Lanman with the hand-
written compliments of the editor, P. Anujan Achan. These material traces

3 Virginia Woolf, “The Strange Elizabethans,” in The Second Common Reader, ed. Andrew
McNeillie (London: Harcourt, 1986 [1932]), 9. I am grateful to Max Bean for mentioning this pas-
sage to me.

4 Andrew Ollett and Anand Venkatkrishnan, “Plumbing the Depths: Reading Bhavabhiti in
Seventeenth-Century Kerala; Asiatische Studien/Etudes Asiatiques 76.3 (2022): 583-622.

5 Projit Bihari Mukharji, “Truth as Materio-Moral Practice: The Calling of History for Histories of
Science,” Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East 36.2 (2016): 356.
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of gift-giving and scholarly fellowship were probably what made me reach
out to Andrew in the first place. I needed his help to understand Narayana’s
thinking, which became immediately more interesting than the play itself.
Narayana had an unusual take on the satire. Instead of reading it as a bawdy
critique of religious hypocrites, Narayana understood a deeper message
hidden in the comedy. There was Védanta all over it, he said; you just had to
read it the right way. What interested and confused me was how Narayana
tried to distinguish mainstream theories of secondary meaning from what
he called “true meaning” or “inner meaning.” This was more than just a rede-
ployment of the fantastical etymologies that Védantins liked to use to make
the Vedas mean whatever they wanted them to mean. It was a thoughtful, if
frustratingly brief, engagement with Sanskrit theories of literary meaning.
It was also an irreducibly local reading, by which I mean an example of the
regional quality of Sanskrit thought. In the context of literary commentary,
Andrew and I have called this “the Kerala treatment.” Obsessing over inner
and deeper meanings was a hallmark of the Kerala treatment. Narayana was
not alone in finding new ways to read old texts. But he was unique in how
he went about it. I read his commentary on the Bhagavadajjukam as an ex-
ample of “deep reading” that drew from and contributed to concepts of inner
meaning in contemporary traditions of Kerala stage performance. Figuring
he had to have said more in his other surviving work, a commentary on
Bhavabhuti’s Uttararamacarita (eighth century ck), I enlisted Andrew’s help
to read and appreciate Narayana’s sensitive reading. What we found over the
next two years of reading together was more complicated and expansive.

Far from making Bhavabhiiti a mouthpiece for Védanta, which would have
been understandable, given the poet’s playful use of philosophical language,
Narayana took an interest in the inner thoughts of the play’s characters. He
expounded on the emotional weight behind the smallest utterances: an in-
terjection, a sigh, a lamentation. He thematized the intensity of characters’
emotions, as they “plunged over and over again” (nimajjanonmajjana)
into their past experiences. He paused frequently at pregnant moments—
sometimes literally, as in the first act when a pregnant Sita sleeps on Rama’s
chest—to tell us what was going on in a character’s head. It was as if he were
reliving the play, a play that is itself about reliving the past, as he was writing
about it. To me, Narayana’s setups evoked the long nirvahanam or “flash-
back” on the occasion of a character’s entrance in Katiyattam performances
of Sanskrit theater in Kerala. David Shulman speaks of the creation in
Katiyattam of “an entire world of visions, memories, wishes, fantasies,
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perceptions . . . obsessive projections, lost chunks of stories—everything,
in short, that must have existed in the awareness of each of its characters
and that can be conjured up by the actor as he shapes or kneads the empty
space around him.”® I was convinced that Narayana was going to the theater
every day, repeatedly plunging in and out of the dramatic space. The play
was as heart-melting for Narayana as it was for the characters. Narayana was,
simply, in his feelings about Bhavabhti. The way he wrote gave it away. An
entire world of visions and memories, everything that must have existed in
his awareness, floated before me.

How do we assess scholarly life in Sanskrit culture? These are usually
matters of social and cultural history. However, given the frequent absence
of firm contextual evidence, I would like to encourage the study of style in
scholastic prose. In the same way that poets have what Narayana, alluding
to Bhavabhatis own words in Malatimadhava 1.10, called “signature
expressions” (vacanapraudhi), scholars had style. Sometimes there is more
in the subtext than context. Subtext is the place where the personal becomes
public. Narayana read subtext everywhere. He believed that to be a sensi-
tive reader meant getting at the deeper meaning behind what an author was
saying, a meaning that was simultaneously right before us. Is it possible for
us to do the same?

Maybe it is if we start with ourselves. If T am in my feelings about returning
life to scholarly prose, it is because I think that theory is actually feelings.
In his memoir Stay True, for example, writer Hua Hsu takes a moment to
tell a story about the writing of The Gift by the French sociologist Marcel
Mauss. The Gift was originally published as an essay in a special issue of
the journal LAnnée Sociologique in 1923. The issue began with a long “In
Memoriam” section that paid tribute to a generation of scholars who were
lost in World War I. Mauss “projects into a future that never arrived,” writes
Hsu, “imagining ‘what this would have become, if there had been no war’ and
his colleagues had continued living and working together. . .. [He] compels
us to know them as thinkers as well as friends—to hold on to the possibilities
of what could have been.”” This counterfactual world of scholarly collabora-
tion and the melancholy that accompanies it, Hsu continues, permeates the
writing of The Gift:

6 David Shulman, “Creating and Destroying the Universe in Twenty-Nine Nights,” New York
Review of Books, November 24, 2012, https://www.nybooks.com/daily/2012/11/24/creating-and-
destroying-universe-twenty-nine-night/.

7 Hua Hsu, Stay True: A Memoir (New York: Doubleday, 2022), 104.
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In this context, Mauss’s idea of the gift takes on a new resonance. He’s not
just speculating about alternatives to market-driven systems of exchange;
he dreams of an entirely different way of living. He is salvaging a lost world,
trying to see through on a set of impossible potentialities. When Mauss
turns his discussion of gifts to gestures of “generosity” or speaks of sitting
together “around the common wealth,” he is trying to remind us that there
are other ways of being than of “economic man.” That remnants of “another
law, another economy and another mentality” survive alongside the ones
we perceive to be inevitable and final 8

When I read The Gift as a graduate student, I never knew that Mauss was
dreaming of a lost world and the one yet to come. I thought he was trying to
punish me a hundred years later. But the meaning behind what he was saying
was right before me. It isn’t just that I didn’t have the full context; I didn’t
have the eyes to see or the ears to listen. Narayana showed me the way.

Subtext, Paratext, Intertext

Often the only things we know about a scholar are buried in the paratext.
In the Sanskrit manuscript, there are no copyright pages, tables of contents,
acknowledgments, footnotes, or indices. Instead, there are stanzas written at
the beginning and end of the text, followed by a colophon, that provide some
autobiographical or spatiotemporal information about the text’s composi-
tion. Sometimes there are post-colophons written by the scribe that detail
the circumstances of writing. These are valuable sources for the social history
of intellectual life. Some have called them “depositories of emotion” that as-
sign intellectual value to a manuscript within a reading community and gen-
erate affective relationships to the subject and the practice.” I have invoked
a few paratexts in this book to illustrate different sensibilities: Anantadéva’s
memory of Maharashtra, Apadéva’s Vaisnava zealousness, Raghunatha’s
repeated reference to his doctoral advisor, and so on. But subtext is about
showing without telling. I have found evidence oflife not only in the paratext
but also in the intertext. Among the habits of scholarly prose left untheorized
by Sanskrit scholars was intertextuality. There is a treasure for intellectual

8 Hsu, Stay True, 104-105.
° Wright, A Time of Novelty, 189-190.
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historians in the many allusions, adaptive reuses, and unattributed citations
that permeate Sanskrit scholarship.!® Although a concept does not need
to be theorized to be recognized and applied, one wonders if the prac-
tice was so common as to be unremarkable. When the poet Murari speaks
of King Dasarathas old age “that whitens the vicinity of his ears” in the
Anargharaghava (1.15), he is referring to Kalidasa’s Raghuvamsa (12.2), yet
none of the commentators picks up on it. When I read this passage with the
scholar Vidwan H. V. Nagaraja Rao, however, he recognized the allusion in-
stantly, brushing it off as if it were dust settling from the winter air in Mysore.
It was a similar intertextual moment that led me to discover the alternative
commentarial tradition on the Bhagavata in Kerala. But the discovery was
not mine alone. It was a family affair.

My parents do not really understand what I do, but they believe that my
work has its own value, simply because I am the one doing it. I am by training
a philologist, by accident an intellectual historian, and by temperament a
peacemaker. The first identifies the materiality of a text, amassing physical
evidence to reconstruct words and their meanings so that we become the
best-informed readers possible. The second attends to changes in the history
ofideas and approaches writers in the past with generosity in order to under-
stand what they were doing in writing as they did. The third believes in plu-
ralism, in intellectual and in social life, and works to build bridges between
communities otherwise separated by belief and practice. At the university,
this is called interdisciplinarity. At home they call it love. When I began a
luxurious but lonely postdoctoral fellowship in Oxford, I wondered how
I would keep these parts of myself together. Without the community of my
colleagues in graduate school, I returned to what sustained my research in
the first place: the encouragement of my family. Instead of engaging in our
usual polite inquiries, I asked my mother if she would consider working with
me on a new research project. A friend had photographed a Sanskrit man-
uscript for me from a library in southern India. It was the Amytatarangini,
Laksmidhara’s commentary on the Bhdagavata, which I discussed in
Chapter 1. The manuscript was written in Grantha, a South Indian script
once used widely by speakers of Tamil and Malayalam to write Sanskrit.
I speak a very dialectal version of Malayalam-inflected Tamil but never
learned to read or write either. My mother knows both but does not have

10 See Elisa Freschi and Philipp A. Maas, eds., Adaptive Reuse: Aspects of Creativity in South Asian
Cultural History (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2017).
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the requisite level of expertise in Sanskrit. With our powers combined, and
the help of a Grantha primer, we were able to move through the text much
faster than I could have on my own. Because my mother lives in India, we
had to conduct these sessions virtually. We met nearly every morning over
the course of two months, perhaps the first people to read this text in the
decades since it was catalogued.

We began by slowly analyzing the bare text: identifying the copyist’s
unique ligatures, applying punctuation for organizational purposes,
differentiating the commentary on one verse from the next, and producing a
working transcript. Along the way, we made notes on the content, comparing
its style and substance with those of other major interpreters. It quickly be-
came clear that the Amytatarangini had a distinct interpretive take on the
Bhagavata. At the time I had been reading Raghavananda’s commentary on
the Bhagavata. Suddenly, I began to find passages from the Amrtatarangini
oddly familiar. They had been repeated verbatim by Raghavananda. His
reuse of the commentary was more extensive and not always in agreement,
but proved its regional importance. I formulated a case for the alternativeness
of this commentarial tradition, and worked to answer the question that if it
was a tradition, why it was overshadowed, and why it survived. The resulting
chapter performed the basic task of revising the assumptions of current his-
toriography. But it has been pared down to its argumentative core, stripped
of serendipity and joy, my mother excised from the text. As an intellectual
historian, I am often more concerned with the history of ideas than the ideas
themselves. Why should my own case be any different? Why should I not be
fully forthcoming about the conditions of my research, rather than leave its
illocutionary effects for a future graduate student to reveal?

After all, my mother was no silent subaltern or native informant. She is
a devotee of the same god celebrated by the Bhagavata, knowledgeable in
both the philosophical wisdom he teaches and the inscrutable tricks he
plays. Though ours was a scholarly, not a spiritual exercise, she would bring
out her tattered copy of the Bhagavata to check against the commentary,
supplying notes she had made over decades of attending religious lectures
and remarking with surprise when Laksmidhara failed to find certain verses
of interest. These discussions oriented me to the many histories of the text’s
reception and to the interventions that Laksmidhara thought it meaningful
to make. Sometimes we discussed the finer points of methodology. When
I obsessed over a corrupt reading, I heard a more insistent voice from the
computer window, saying, “I am a pragmatist. Is it useful for you? Then okay.
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Otherwise let’s move on; I have tea on the stove.” If I have not convinced her
to take credit for coauthorship, it is because her distrust of publicity exceeds
her desire for recognition. But she will not fail to remind you, and rightly,
that she has literally fed my success. If you read my book subtextually, you
will find love in the time of scholarship.

Location, Location, Location

Can I tell you a secret? I've never been to the Rajarajésvaran temple in
Talipparamba. The scene with which I began Chapter 1 was reconstructed
from Kerala tourism videos and government survey publications. I can im-
agine being there; I've been to many places like it, from mainstream Siva
temples in the center of the state to popular goddess shrines on the coast
to sacred groves in the northern forests. It was too important not to open
with. As I read the works of Piirnasarasvati and Raghavananda, I grew con-
vinced that the intellectual hodgepodge demonstrated in their work, be-
tween Saivism, Vaisnavism, Advaita Védanta, literary theory, and goddess
worship, was reflected in the social spaces they inhabited. The text, in other
words, was an artifact of place. This should have been blindingly obvious.
But I never would have come to this realization had I not been living in a
place that obsessively memorialized the past.

In Oxford, you are literally walking on the dead. Bus routes curve around
graveyards, chapels are littered with tombstones, and portraits and statues
loom over you, looking as though they must fall, before they are squirreled
away underground. Frustrated by my stagnating work, I turned to reading
outside my field. At my partner’s recommendation, I began The Friend by
Alan Bray. Author of a celebrated book on homosexuality in Renaissance
England, Bray turned his attention to the social and cultural history of
friendship, and how religion may have facilitated rather than inhibited ho-
mosocial intimacy. As with many books in the Bodleian Library, I could
read it only in situ. One afternoon, on the second floor of the rotunda of the
Radcliffe Camera, I came across an image in The Friend of two monks buried
together. The caption beneath the image of the memorial brass read, “In the
chapel of Merton College, Oxford.” I looked up from the book and out the
window across from me, where I could see the towers of Merton College
Chapel. I reshelved the book, walked outside, and within a few minutes
was standing over the very tomb that Bray had described. It was a magical
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moment enabled, rather than constrained, by the weight of the past. Once
I finished the book, I made a pilgrimage to the chapel of Christ’s College,
Cambridge, where The Friend begins as Bray’s long-delayed attempt to make
sense of a monument commemorating the joint burial of two men.

To see these images from the book in everyday life attuned me to the way
a text is suffused with its surroundings. The cacophony of a Banaras street,
the songs streaming from a Thanjavur stage, the shuffling of palm leaves in
a Kerala monastery, all echo in the texts I have studied in this book. Social
spaces are central to Sanskrit scholarship, as they are to mine: the thrilling
possibility of a New York apartment, the loneliness of an Oxford college flat,
the strange comfort of a Somerville attic, and the warmth of a Chicago sun
room. The world is hidden in words.

Read Softly

One of my teachers once told me to “read hard” He wanted me to develop
mastery, thoroughness, rigor, and other male-coded virtues, in the Sanskrit
language. But my attitude to knowledge, like religion, is to wear it lightly. To
take either of them too seriously is to deny oneself the scope for error, for
frivolity, for furtive pleasures. The same goes for Sanskrit scholarship. To be
dazzled by its virtuosity is to miss the darkness at the edges. In this book
I have tried to peer into that darkness, the unknown and perhaps unknow-
able, to retrieve fragments of life, of lives that hover just beyond reach. I am
not advocating for a return to a hermeneutics of suspicion at the expense
of charity or respect. I mean something more like a hermeneutics of sur-
prise: to allow oneself to be caught unaware by the multiple voices in the
text.l! Sometimes they lead you astray. Listen anyway. You might save a life.

11 Cf. Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, “Paranoid Reading and Reparative Reading: Or, You're So Paranoid,
You Probably Think This Essay Is about You,” in Touching Feeling: Affect, Pedgaogy, Performativity,
ed. Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick (Durham: Duke University Press, 2003), 146: “[T]o a reparatively
positioned reader, it can seem realistic and necessary to experience surprise. Because there can be
terrible surprises, however, there can also be good ones”
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