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Preface

The present book is the outcome of an international conference held at the
Museum Volkenkunde in Leiden in August 2018, organized by the editors within
the framework of the European Research Council (ERC) Synergy project Asia
Beyond Boundaries: Religion, Region, Language, and the State. During the five
days of presentations and conversations, the scholars in attendance from Europe,
North America, and South Asia shared new research related to the cultural and
political history of premodern Asia and explored historical intersections and paral-
lels in modes of state formation, religion, economy, and cultural production in
South and Southeast Asia in light of patterns from adjacent regions — the ancient
Mediterranean, ancient Near East, and East Asia.

Visiting scholars also experienced some of the rich collections of primary his-
torical sources held in Leiden’s renowned museums, libraries, and archives. On
the third day of the conference, participants were introduced to the South and
Southeast Asian materials at the Museum Volkenkunde by Francine Brinkgreve,
curator of Insular Southeast Asia. Professor Marijke Klokke (Leiden University)
provided an introduction to the special exhibition on Indonesian bronzes and dis-
cussed the production and transmission of the remarkable portable images. In the
afternoon, Doris Jedamski and Maartje van den Heuvel guided visitors through a
display of some of the University Library’s extensive special collections, with high-
lights including the massive copper plates of the South Indian Cola dynasty,
manuscripts of Indonesia’s expansive epic La Galigo, and the earliest images of
the Borobudur in the form of rare daguerreotypes.

The conference united a diverse group of scholars working in the fields of
history, archaeology, religion, anthropology, art history, classics, and philology
in an effort to explore new perspectives and methods in the study of primary
sources from the premodern world. Our inquires converged around topics such
as inscriptions and textual sources, material culture and environment, the role
of narrative in crafting ideologies, and religious landscapes and monuments.
Deepening the discussions that animated the conference event, the present
book adopts a more focused geographical perspective, looking specifically at
primary sources bearing on premodern South and Southeast Asia.

Although they are not included in the present work, other papers that have
enriched the thinking behind this book were presented by Daniel Balogh (British
Museum), Lucas den Boer (Leiden University), Robert Bracey (British Museum),
Charles DiSimone (Universitdt Miinchen), Lewis Doney (Universitdt Bonn), Anna
Filigenzi (University of Naples), Benjamin Fleming (City University of New York),
John Guy (Metropolitan Museum of Art), Gergely Hidas (British Museum), Nathan
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Hill (SOAS), Tom Hoogervorst (KITLV), Lidewijde de Jong (University of
Groningen), Nirajan Kafle (Leiden University), Divya Kumar Dumas (University of
Pennsylvania), Robert Leach (University of Zurich), Mark Miyake (SOAS), Jason
Neelis (Wilfrid Laurier University), Leslie Orr (Concordia University), Richard
Payne (University of Chicago), Sam van Schaik (British Library), Petra Sijpesteijn
(Leiden University), Jonathan Silk (Leiden University), William Southworth
(Rijksmuseum Amsterdam), Nico Staring (Leiden University), Judit Toérzsok (EPHE/
Sorbonne), Vincent Tournier (EFEO), Miguel John Versluys (Leiden University),
Michael Willis (British Museum), and Yuko Yokochi (Kyoto University).

We would like to thank Kristen De Joseph for her valuable editorial assis-
tance.

We dedicate this book to the memory of Janice Stargardt, who unfortu-
nately passed away before its publication. Janice was a major contributor to the
Asia Beyond Boundaries project from its inception and was an engaging and
lively presence at the Leiden conference. Her groundbreaking work on the ar-
chaeology of Southeast Asia, particularly in Myanmar at the early Pyu site of
Sri Ksetra, helped to define a field and will be of lasting value.

Leiden, April 2020
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Peter C. Bisschop and Elizabeth A. Cecil
Primary Sources and Asian Pasts: Beyond
the Boundaries of the “Gupta Period”

Stone inscriptions, manuscripts, monuments, sculptures, ceramic fragments:
these are just some of the primary sources for the study of premodern Asia.
How might scholars chart new directions in Asian studies following these his-
torical traces of past societies and polities? To address this question, this book
unites perspectives from leading scholars and emerging voices in the fields of
archaeology, art history, philology, and cultural history to revisit the primary
historical sources that ground their respective studies, and to reflect upon the
questions that can be asked of these sources, the light they may shed on Asian
pasts, and the limits of these inquiries.

This volume contributes to a more expansive research aim: the research initia-
tive Asia Beyond Boundaries: Politics, Region, Language, and the State, a collabo-
rative project funded by the European Research Council (ERC) from 2014 to 2020.
One of the core aims of this ERC project has been to rethink and revisit established
scholarly narratives of premodern social and political networks in early South
Asia. In doing so, the scholars involved considered how complex trajectories of
cultural and economic connectivity supported the development of recognizable
transregional patterns across Asia, particularly those patterns that have been com-
monly regarded as “classical.” Anchored in “Gupta Period” South Asia — a remark-
ably productive period of cultural and political change that extended from the
fourth to the sixth century CE — Asia Beyond Boundaries situates the innovations
of these centuries within the broader South and Southeast Asian ecumene through
the integration of archaeological, epigraphic, art historical, and philological
research.

While the research initiative of the Asia Beyond Boundaries project occasioned
both the conference and the volume inspired by it, the current publication also
looks beyond it. Situating the “Gupta Period” and South Asia in a broader context,
the present volume expands upon some of the core research questions that ani-
mate the larger project by considering what primary historical sources may tell us
about the premodern world. To challenge traditional boundaries and create a more
capacious view of Asian studies, varied sources, methods, and perspectives are
joined in conversation. This introduction frames the volume’s contributions in
light of advances in adjacent fields, augmenting the core methodologies long es-
tablished as the strengths of each regional discipline as traditionally conceived —
philology, archival research, archaeological excavation, field research, etc.

@ Open Access. © 2021 Peter C. Bisschop and Elizabeth A. Cecil, published by De Gruyter. This
work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.
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1 The “Gupta Period”: Established Paradigms
and New Questions

The “Gupta Period” is a commonly invoked heading used to designate not only
an historical period, but also a high point of premodern South Asian culture. It
has become synonymous with terms like “classical” or “golden age,” a period in
which artistic production flourished and great works of literature, science, phi-
losophy, architecture, and sculpture were produced, presumably under the pa-
tronage or influence of the Gupta rulers and their associates. Hermann Kulke and
Dietmar Rothermund, for example, in their much-used textbook, A History of
India, begin their discussion of “the classical age of the Guptas™ as follows: “Like
the Mauryas a few centuries earlier, the imperial Guptas made a permanent im-
pact on Indian history.”* A. L. Basham makes an even bolder valuation in his in-
troduction to Bardwell Smith’s Essays on Gupta Culture: “In India probably the
most outstanding of [. . .] periods was that of the Gupta Empire, covering approx-
imately two hundred years, from the fourth to the sixth centuries A.D. In this pe-
riod India was the most highly civilized land in the world [...].”> Despite
looming large in the historiography of early South Asia, the term “Gupta Period”
is imprecise since it fails to distinguish the influence of the Gupta rulers as histor-
ical agents from the extra-Imperial influences and networks that contributed to
the cultural and political developments of this period.

In the study of religion, the fourth to sixth centuries have been understood
as critical, since they marked the advent of the temple and image centered reli-
gious practices that have come to define Brahmanical Hinduism.? Identifying
these developments exclusively with the Guptas overlooks, however, the temples
of Nagarjunakonda, built in the late third century, and the image centered reli-
gious practices of Buddhism in the Deccan in the late second and early third cen-
tury CE.* In the field of South Asian art history, Gupta period sculpture is viewed
as “classical,” a term used to characterize a naturalism and restraint in ways of

1 Hermann Kulke and Dietmar Rothermund, A History of India, 5th ed. (London: Routledge,
2010), 54.

2 Bardwell L. Smith, ed., Essays on Gupta Culture (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1983), 1.

3 The early history of these practices has been traced in textual and material sources in
Michael Willis, The Archaeology of Hindu Ritual. Temples and the Establishment of the Gods
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009).

4 H. Sarkar and B.N. Mishra, Nagarjunakonda (New Delhi: Archaeological Survey of India,
1966); K.V. Soundarajan et al., Nagarjunakonda (1954—60). Volume II (The Historical Period)
(New Delhi: Archaeological Survey of India, 2006); Elizabeth Rosen Stone, The Buddhist Art of
Nagarjunakonda (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1994).



Primary Sources and Asian Pasts: Beyond the Boundaries of the “Gupta Period” =— 3

representing human and other natural forms that distinguishes the works of these
centuries from the extravagance of later medieval or baroque forms.” Yet attempts
to categorize what constitutes Gupta art face significant challenges since the con-
tributions of the rulers to material culture are confined largely to coins, while
their allies, the Vakatakas, are credited with developments in architectural and
iconographic forms that defined the period.® Thus, while “Gupta Period” arguably
serves as a convenient scholarly shorthand for an significant period of cultural
production, it remains difficult to extricate the Guptas from the grandiose and ro-
manticized estimations of their role in South Asian history.

Several studies in recent years have problematized elements of this periodiza-
tion and the tendency of Gupta-oriented historiography to prize cultural and artis-
tic production from fourth to sixth century North India over and against sources
from later periods. Scholars working in the field of art history have voiced criti-
cism of the historian’s propensity for the “golden age.” As Partha Mittar writes,
“Despite the high level of civilization reached during the Gupta Era, the legend of
its unique character was an invention of the colonial and nationalist periods.”’
Like many colonial constructs, this legend is an enduring one. A recent exhibition
held in Paris in 2017, for example, still invokes the “classical” and the “golden
age” as synonyms for the Gupta Period.® For criticism of the golden-age paradigm

5 The latest discussion is Robert L. Brown, “Gupta Art as Classical: A Possible Paradigm for
Indian Art History,” in Indology’s Pulse. Arts in Context. Essays Presented to Doris Meth Srinivasan
in Admiration of Her Scholarly Research, eds. Corinna Wessels-Mevissen and Gerd J.R. Mevissen
(New Delhi: Aryan Books International, 2019), 223-244.

6 The remarks of Robert L. Brown on the topic “What is Gupta-period Art” exemplify well the
challenges inherent in the use of dynastic nomenclature. Brown acknowledges the absence of
evidence to support Gupta patronage for sculpture and temples, yet remains wedded to the term
as description for an artistic style distinguished by its “idealized naturalism.” Robert L. Brown,
“The Importance of Gupta-period Sculpture in Southeast Asian Art History,” in Early Interactions
between South and Southeast Asia. Reflections on Cross-Cultural Exchange, eds. Pierre-Yves
Manguin, A. Mani, and Geoff Wade (Singapore: ISEAS Publishing, 2011), 317-331. On stylistic
developments in Gupta coinage, see Ellen Raven, “From Third Grade to Top Rate: The Discovery
of Gupta Coin Styles, and a Mint Group Study for Kumaragupta,” in Indology’s Pulse, 195-222.

7 Partha Mitter, “Foreword: The Golden Age, History and Memory in Modernity,” in In the
Shadow of the Golden Age. Art and Identity in Asia from Gandhara to the Modern Age, ed. Julia
Hegewald (Berlin: EB-Verlag, 2014), 11-26 (17). See also Tapati Guha-Thakurta, Monuments,
Objects, Histories. Institutions of Art in Colonial and Post-Colonial India (New York: Columbia
University Press, 2004) on Western aesthetics in the analysis of Indian art. On the Guptas, see
Gérard Fussman, “Histoire du monde indien: Les Guptas et le nationalisme Indien,” Cours et
travaux du Collége de France, Résumés 2006-2007, Annuaire 107éme année (Paris: Collége de
France), 695-713.

8 L’age d’or de 'Inde classique: L’empire des Gupta. Galeries nationales du grand palais, 4 avril-25
juin 2007 (Paris: Réunion des musées nationaux, 2007).
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in relation to the production of courtly poetry (Kavya), one might quote Romila
Thapar’s gender-based study of the poet Kalidasa’s telling of Sakuntala: “The
choice today of the Kalidasa version as almost the sole narrative is an endorsement
of the views of both classical Sanskrit and Orientalist scholarship, which affirmed
the superiority of the play and therefore the centrality of its narrative.”® The edi-
tors’ introduction to a recent collection of studies toward a history of kavya litera-
ture echoes similar sentiments: “It is thus somewhat ironic that a later perspective
has enshrined Kalidasa as the first and last great Sanskrit poet, a changeless and
timeless standard of excellence in a tradition that has steadily declined. One result
of this stultifying presumption is that most of Sanskrit poetry has not been care-
fully read, at least not in the last two centuries.”'® As the words of these scholars
make clear, the emphasis on the singularity of the Gupta period has often margin-
alized other forms and eras of cultural production.

While calling attention to the dubious hegemony of the “‘Gupta Period” in
valuations of premodern South Asian history, the nature of the polity over which
these rulers presided and the extent of the territories they controlled are also de-
bated.! The vision of a universal sovereignty expressed in the Allahabad pillar
inscription of Samudragupta became a widely deployed political idiom, as has
been convincingly shown in Sheldon Pollock’s model of the “Sanskrit cosmopo-
lis.”*? The legacy of this expression can also be observed in the historian’s refer-
ence to the Imperial Guptas and their expansive empire. While a significant
epigraphic event, Samudragupta’s imperial claims and monumental media bor-
row from those of earlier rulers and, as such, participate in, rather than invent,
public representations of sovereignty.”> Taking at face-value such expansive
claims to power and sovereignty neglects the particular contexts in which these
idioms were expressed and the specific local agents who employed them for their

9 Romila Thapar, Sakuntala. Texts, Readings, Histories (1999; repr., New York: Columbia University
Press, 2011), 6.

10 Yigal Bronner, David Shulman, and Gary Tubb (eds.), Innovations and Turning Points.
Toward a History of Kavya Literature (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2014), 2.

11 The Gupta Period is of course not the only subject of debates regarding periodization in South
Asian History. See, e.g., Brajadulal Chattopadhyaya, The Making of Early Medieval India (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1994); Bryan J. Cuevas, “Some Reflections on the Periodization of Tibetan
History,” in The Tibetan History Reader, eds. Gray Tuttle and Kurtis R. Schaeffer (New York:
Columbia University Press, 2013), 49-63.

12 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), 239-243.

13 For a general perspective, see Sheldon Pollock, “Empire and Imitation,” in Lessons of Empire.
Imperial Histories and American Power, eds. Craig Calhoun, Frederick Cooper, and Kevin W. Moore
(New York: The New Press, 2006), 175-188.
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own political purposes. It thereby subsumes under the general heading “Gupta”
what is in fact a disparate range of historical agents, localities, and practices.
Instead of a Gupta-centered imperial history, recent studies have emphasized the
ways in which localized polities and rulers negotiated the political idioms of
their day, challenged them, and created spaces for innovation.'* The North
Indian bias and Sanskritic paradigm that accompanies a Gupta-centered history
of India also bears rethinking in light of the equally significant political and cul-
tural formations in the South, such as those of the earlier Satavahanas, who used
and supported the writing of Prakrit rather than Sanskrit, or the slightly later
Pallavas, who took up Sanskrit as well as Tamil.””

Questioning the status of the Guptas in South Asian historiography — both in
terms of the political formations associated with the recorded rulers of the dy-
nasty, and the forms of cultural production associated with the period of their
rule, has significant implications for our understanding of the transregional con-
ception of the “Gupta period.” As mentioned above, Pollock’s hypothesis about
the spread of Sanskrit language and Sanskrit-inflected cultural forms positions
the Gupta rulers as critical influences in this process. In fact, the complex dy-
namics of transmission that led certain Indic forms of art, architecture, language,
and religious and political ideology to be incorporated within the developing pol-
ities of Southeast Asia reveal equal affinities with developments in the southern
regions of South Asia in addition to the Ganga-Yamuna doab that formed the os-
tensible heartland of the Gupta polity.'® These processes of “Indianization” incor-
porate a broad spectrum of religious, political, and economic agendas, and much

14 See in particular Fred Virkus, Politische Strukturen im Guptareich (300-550 n. Chr.) (Wiesbhaden:
Harrassowitz, 2004). Although it appeared two years before Language of the Gods, Virkus’s study is
not referred to by Pollock. See also Hans T. Bakker, The Vakatakas. An Essay in Hindu Iconology
(Groningen: Egbert Forsten, 1997), and, most recently, Elizabeth A. Cecil and Peter C. Bisschop,
“Innovation and Idiom in the Gupta Period. Revisiting Eran and Sondhni,” Indian Economic and
Social History Review, forthcoming.

15 For the Satavahanas and the use of Prakrit, see Andrew Ollett, Language of the Snakes. Prakrit
and the Language Order of Premodern India (Oakland: University of California Press, 2017); compare
also Dineschandra Sircar, The Successors of the Satavahanas in Lower Deccan (Calcutta: University
of Calcutta, 1939). For the Pallavas, see Emmanuel Francis, Le discours royal dans U'Inde du Sud
ancienne. Inscriptions et monuments pallava (IVéme—IXéme siécles), vol. 1, Introduction et sources
(Louvain-la-Neuve: Institute Orientaliste, 2013) and vol. 2, Mythes dynastiques et panégyriques
(2017), as well as Francis, this volume.

16 On these connections see Parul Pandya Dhar, “Monuments, Motifs, Myths: Architecture
and Its Transformations in Early India and Southeast Asia,” in Cultural and Civilisational Links
between India and Southeast Asia: Historical and Contemporary Dimensions, ed. Shyam Saran
(New Delhi: Palgrave MacMillan, 2018), 325-344; Julie Romain, “Indian Architecture in the
‘Sanskrit Cosmopolis’: The Temples of the Dieng Plateua,” in Early Interactions between South
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important work has been done, particularly in the field of archaeology, to locate
the material evidence of these processes."”

In addition to tracing the emergence of early polities, archaeological work in
mainland Southeast Asia has located dynamic networks of exchange via the mari-
time and overland routes — between the two shores of the Bay of Bengal and be-
tween the Indian Ocean and the South China Sea — that linked these polities.'® Not
surprisingly, the emphasis on economic ties has foregrounded the role of mer-
chants and non-royal and non-priestly elites, social groups who find comparatively
little emphasis in the historiography of South Asia, which has long been fascinated
by royal personae and genealogy. Returning to the theme of primary sources may
account, in part, for the different historiographical emphases that emerge when
juxtaposing research trajectories in early South and Southeast Asia. Scholarship
on the latter, in particular mainland Southeast Asia, has traditionally been more
archaeologically driven and marked by an absence of early literary sources. South
Asia, by contrast, preserves an overwhelmingly expansive corpus of Sanskrit texts.
Study of these sources has long dominated the field, while developments in fields
of archaeology of sites associated with the Gupta Period have been comparatively
more modest.” This divergence in the availability and use of primary sources has

and Southeast Asia. Reflections on Cross-Cultural Exchange, eds. Pierre-Yves Manguin, A. Mani,
and Geoff Wade (Singapore: ISEAS Publishing, 2011), 299-316.

17 For a survey of theories of Indianization in Southeast Asia, see the introduction in Early
Interactions between South and Southeast Asia, eds. Pierre-Yves Manguin, A. Mani, and Geoff
Wade, xiii—xxxi.

18 The scholarship on these maritime links is extensive. See, e.g., several of the contributions
in the volume of Manguin, Mani, and Wade cited in the previous footnote, Himanshu Prabha
Ray, The Archaeology of Seafaring in Ancient South Asia (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2003), and, most recently, Angela Shottenhammer (ed.), Early Global Interconnectivity
across the Indian Ocean World, vol. 1, Commercial Structures and Exchanges and vol. 2,
Exchange of Ideas, Religions, and Technologies (Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan, 2019).
From the other direction (the Western Indian Ocean), the recent discovery of more than 200
inscriptions in the Hoq cave of Socotra provides fascinating insights into the religious identi-
ties of Indian sailors: Ingo Strauch (ed.), Foreign Sailors on Socotra: The Inscriptions and
Drawings from Cave Hoq (Bremen: Hempen, 2012); Ingo Strauch, “Buddhism in the West?
Buddhist Indian Sailors on Socotra (Yemen) and the Role of Trade Contacts in the Spread of
Buddhism,” in: Buddhism and the Dynamics of Transculturality: New Approaches, ed. Birgit
Kellner (Berlin/Boston: De Gruyter, 2019), 15-51.

19 This is not to imply that archaeology is not a developed field in South Asia. Significant ar-
cheological work has been done in South India by scholars such as Kathleen Morrison and
Carla Sinopoli, by Julia Shaw at Sanchi, and by Sila Tripati and A.S. Gaur at port cities along
the Konkan coast, among others. Given these important projects it is striking how few surveys
and excavations of Gupta period sites in North India have been done. The reports for those
that have been conducted, as for example at the site of Eran, remain unpublished. Studies of
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often resulted in a misrepresentation of the dynamics of exchange — i.e. assuming
a unidirectional flow of influence rather than recovering patterns of cultural reci-
procity. And, as recent studies show, these imbalances have occasioned an overes-
timation of the “Gupta period” and its usefulness as a heuristic for engaging the
Southeast Asian sources.”®

2 Structure and Organization

Although many of the bodies of evidence surveyed in the articles that follow
may be well known - e.g. the Sanskrit Mahabharata, the Gupta frieze from
Gadhwa, Faxian’s “Record of the Buddhist Kingdoms,” or the Allahabad pillar
inscription of Samudragupta — and the site names familiar, this general famil-
iarity does not imply a critical understanding. By contrast, the individual con-
tributions show clearly that the very material and textual sources integral to
the critical recovery of the “Gupta period” — broadly conceived — remain under-
studied and undertheorized. As a consequence of these serious lacunae in our
knowledge, we posit that rethinking the Guptas, the cultural agents involved,
the period in which they were active, and its reception history must start from
the ground up. By returning to these texts, images, inscriptions, and sites with
fresh questions, each of the studies included addresses overarching historical
questions through a finely grained analysis of primary sources.

The book explores three related topics: 1) primary sources; 2) transdisci-
plinary perspectives; and 3) periodization.

Primary sources: All articles in this volume engage with primary sources - texts
(manuscripts, inscriptions, but also genres or aesthetic modes of literary pro-
duction), images, material artifacts, and monuments, as well as archaeological
sites and landscapes. By focusing on primary sources in this way, we aim to
expand the categories in which the study of premodern South and Southeast
Asia has traditionally been divided — in particular, by troubling the binary of
text-focused (philological) or archaeologically driven (centering around mate-
rial objects and sites) modes of scholarship. Complicating the parameters of in-
dividual categories of sources (e.g. “texts,” “material objects”) and drawing

the Gupta sites in North India still rely on the old survey reports of Alexander Cunningham
(ca. 1800s).

20 See, e.g., Mathilde C. Mechling, “Buddhist and Hindu Metal Images of Indonesia. Evidence
for Shared Artistic and Religious Networks across Asia (c. 6th-10th century)” (PhD diss.,
Leiden University, 2020).
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attention to the interconnections between different bodies of evidence opens
up new spaces for dialogue between scholars with a particular expertise in one
or more of these categories.

Transdisciplinary perspectives: In conceiving the sections of this book we have,
as a consequence of our understanding of primary sources, identified catego-
ries that cross boundaries and intersect with each other in order to represent a
plurality of perspectives (e.g. ritual, narrative, landscape, and so on). This ar-
rangement allows us to highlight the ways in which scholars use sources and
the kinds of questions we can ask of these sources. The organization of papers,
combined with the theoretical framing of the introduction, works to make ex-
plicit some of the implicit working assumptions that have long guided the ap-
proaches to the sources on the basis of supposedly well-defined categories
(texts, objects, etc.). Finally, we highlight the relevance of the individual ar-
ticles beyond their traditional disciplinary associations in order to facilitate a
“transdisciplinary dialogue.”

Periodization: In framing this volume, we also address issues of temporality
and periodization. One aim of this discussion is to complicate the notion of the
“classical age” or the “Gupta period” (which formed the specific temporal hori-
zon of the original ERC project) by revisiting premodern sources. What is or has
been the role of primary sources in categorizing “ages”? By contrast, how might
classical sources also attest to the dynamism and innovative potential of a pe-
riod? While classical modes of cultural production identified in sources of the
Gupta period appear to be fixed or crystallized, the papers of this volume reveal
highly adaptable, innovative, and dynamic modes of cultural production even
within traditional idioms.

To create topical and thematic links between diverse bodies of textual and ma-
terial evidence, the book is organized into three sections: 1) “Narrative Form
and Literary Legacies”; 2) “Political Landscapes and Regional Identity”; and 3)
“Religion, Ritual, and Empowerment.”

The section “Narrative Form and Literary Legacies” investigates the use of
narrative to craft rhetorics of community and identity in the premodern world.
The papers in this section are particularly concerned with the ideological di-
mensions of narrative, and accompanying questions of authorship, audience,
and patronage. Destabilizing the association of narrative with textual or literary
productions, these papers also consider how stories are told in material and vi-
sual representations, and consider the social lives of epic tales and characters
as they are transformed by memory and reception history. To what extent did
narratives serve as vectors for social change, as stages to contest norms, or as
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tools to perennialize boundaries? How were narratives embedded in particular
places and times? Alternatively, how did narrative forms and literary ideologies
transcend spatial and temporal constraints?
This section includes the following four articles:
— James L. Fitzgerald, “Why So Many Other Voices in the ‘Brahmin’
Mahabharata?”
— Peter C. Bisschop, “After the Mahabharata: On the Portrayal of Vyasa in
the Skandapurana”
— Laxshmi Rose Greaves, “The ‘Best Abode of Virtue’: Sattra Represented on
a Gupta Frieze from Garhwa, Uttar Pradesh”
— Hans T. Bakker, “The Skandapurana and Bana’s Harsacarita”

The Mahabharata, a founding epic of the Sanskrit cosmopolis, forms the entry
point of this section. The four papers included here move beyond traditional schol-
arly approaches to narrative form by exploring the social, economic, and historical
realities that motivated and informed literary production. Fitzgerald reads the
Mahabharata epic against the grain — that is, he focuses on supplemental narra-
tives that depict life outside of the court of the Bharatas and their rivals — and, in
doing so, uncovers a diversity of voices that challenge the text’s Brahminic ideol-
ogy from within. These include some remarkably harsh critiques of brahmins and
their behavior, reflecting different ideological registers within a single textual tra-
dition that has undergone significant changes in the course of its composition and
transmission. Bisschop, by contrast, looks beyond the Mahabharata and considers
the historical reception of the authoritative epic, in which one voice, that of its nar-
rator, Vyasa, has been co-opted by later authors. By tracing the translation of
Vyasa in new contexts, Bisschop reflects upon the strategies employed by religious
communities to develop and expand upon the canon after the Mahabharata, either
by continuing the epic’s narrative frame or by producing entirely new authoritative
religious texts in the form of the dynamic genre of Purana.

The question of genre runs through all four papers in this section. Greaves’s
paper alerts us to the fact that narrative exists not only in textual but also in vi-
sual form. It is well known that Indic cultural agents used visual narratives not
just for embellishment but also for rhetorical and didactic purposes (as, for exam-
ple, in the famous narrative reliefs from Sanchi). In her fresh reading of the imag-
ery employed on the magnificent Gupta-period frieze from Garhwa, Greaves
provides a striking example of the communicative aspects of material form: the
elevation and grounding of a ritual practice in a specific locale, through visual
reference to the Mahabharata’s characters and themes. The question as to how
cultural agents work across different genres is taken up by Bakker, who specu-
lates on the interrelationship, and the potential for mutual awareness, between
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two texts, the Skandapurana and the Harsacarita, belonging to two distinct liter-
ary genres — Purana and Kavya, respectively — but operating within a shared geo-
graphical and historical space. Recovering the interface between the two texts
allows him to make better sense of some formerly obscure references in both
texts. In doing so, Bakker brings together textual and material sources, showing,
for instance, how a singular object (a Gupta-period seal depicting an enigmatic
goddess) can be read in relation to the description of a gruesome place dedicated
to the goddess at Kuruksetra in both of these texts.

As presented by the authors, these papers give voice to an eagerness on the
part of premodern cultural agents to engage with narrative form as a means to
make authoritative claims. Such a claim may be expressed in oblique ways, as in
the case of the non-brahmin voices studied by Fitzgerald, which ultimately, and
somewhat dramatically, serve to promote the reactionary agenda of the epic. We
can observe this process in a more manifest and radical way in Bisschop’s paper,
in which the Saiva authors of the Skandapurana portray Vyasa, the narrator and
composer of the Mahabharata, as a PaSupata devotee, a role unheard of in the pre-
vious tradition. The profound change in meaning of the sattra studied by Greaves,
from an extended Vedic ritual to a charitable almshouse, likewise needed to
be incorporated within a canonical framework to make the innovation credible.
As argued by Greaves, this was achieved through the innovation of the artist(s) of
the frieze, who depicted the sattra, perennialized in stone, in an imagined
Mahabharata setting. And when the poet Bana evokes the goddess Sarasvati in his
description of the recitation of the Purana at the start of his Harsacarita, this
serves, as Bakker argues in his contribution, to legitimize Bana’s role as a court
poet through veiled allusions to his own legendary ancestry. Uncovering such
claims of authority requires an act of reimagination on the part of the historian,
who is by definition distanced in time and place from the contemporary setting in
which such claims mattered and were accepted, or challenged. Much of the literary
legacy of these premodern sources depends precisely upon the outcome of this his-
torical process.

The section “Political Landscapes and Regional Identity” engages with re-
cent scholarship on the development, expansion, and transformation of political
landscapes. Combining the study of particular sites, [inter]regional economic net-
works, and imperial geographies, the papers of this section examine the ways in
which interventions in the physical and built terrain served as a means of self-
styling for rulers of imperial and regionally embedded polities. These studies
also raise broader questions concerning the participation and investment of
other social groups — e.g. religious specialists, artisans, merchants, and scribes —
in shaping a regional identity. Moving between the disciplines of art history,
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epigraphy, archaeology, and anthropology, these papers use objects, inscrip-
tions, monuments, and physical terrain to access the development of economic,
political, and social networks across regions. How were regimes of power articu-
lated and contested spatially and over time? How might we approach disparate
objects and sites as evidence of the interactions of humans with their environ-
ments over time? Can we conceive of these sources as materialized expressions
of identity and community in the premodern world? And to what extent can the
lived world of premodern agents be accessed through the surviving material
evidence?
This section includes the following four articles:
— Max Deeg, “Describing the Own Other: Chinese Buddhist Travelogues
Between Literary Tropes and Educational Narratives”
— Emmanuel Francis, “Imperial Languages and Public Writing in Tamil
South India: A Bird’s-Eye View in the Very Longue Durée”
— Miriam T. Stark, “Landscapes, Linkages, and Luminescence: First-Millennium
CE Environmental and Social Change in Mainland Southeast Asia”
— Janice Stargardt, “Sri Ksetra, 3rd Century BCE to 6th Century CE: Indianization,
Synergies, Creation”

The section’s title takes its cue from Adam Smith’s The Political Landscape, a
work that has raised fundamental questions about the spatial and sociopolitical
organization of “early complex polities.”*! While Smith’s book deals with the ma-
nipulation of space in different cultural contexts (Mesopotamia, Urartu, and
the Maya state), the active constitution of a “political landscape” has been just
as crucial to the various regional and subregional formations stretching across
premodern Asia. As the papers in this section make clear, this landscape is not
homogenous, but inherently plural and complex. Distinct “political landscapes”
were carved out over long stretches of time, even as these frequently operated in
a shared space and continuum of cultural and political discourse. While the
framework of the “Sanskrit cosmopolis” provides a certain explanatory model for
organizing the rich available sources that evince a transregional adoption of cer-
tain Indic cultural forms and sociopolitical regimes, the papers in this section
each address the inherent tensions between the universalist ideology that moti-
vated the creation of empire, and processes of cultural integration that aimed to
bridge both distance and difference.

21 Adam T. Smith, The Political Landscape. Constellations of Authority in Early Complex
Polities (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003).
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Of the three sections in the book, the papers included under this heading
address the widest geographic range and analyze the greatest variety of primary
sources, both textual and material — including pilgrims’ records, ceramics, tem-
ple landscapes, hydrological systems, and inscriptions. A concern for regional
identity within a world of increasing connectivity is key to all the papers in this
section. Linked to the subject of genre explored in the previous section, Deeg
shows how the travelogues to the land of the Buddha composed by Chinese pil-
grims, while not forming a “genre” per se, nonetheless shared distinct features
that made them recognizable to the “home audience” at the T’ang Court.
Regional identity is carved out in these ideological constructions of foreign re-
gions through literary descriptions of the land and its people as a foil to one’s
own “homeland.” The following paper by Francis provides a longue durée over-
view of the imperial language formations in South India on the basis of inscrip-
tions. That the insider/outsider perspective is not at all straightforward
becomes particularly manifest from the example of the historical development
of epigraphic Manippiravalam, in which Sanskrit words which were originally
marked as such became assimilated to Tamil script.

The last two papers in this section address the vexed question of the forma-
tion of regional identities in the complex process of “Indianization.” Stark pro-
vides a perspective of environmental and social change in mainland Southeast
Asia, with specific attention to the archaeological research carried out by her
team in the Lower Mekong Basin in recent years. Stargardt presents some of the
major findings of her excavations in the Pyu site of Sri Ksetra, arguing for a pre-
existing network that facilitated the subsequent process of “Indianization.”
Both papers engage with the formation of regional identity through the study of
building practices, reminding us that spatial syntax can be just as, or even
more, powerful than textual language in the formation of political landscapes.

The section “Religion, Ritual, and Empowerment” starts from the perspec-
tive that religion, ritual, and power in the premodern world were thoroughly
enmeshed. The contributions investigate, more specifically, the various ways
that a sense of empowerment created by and associated with objects, places,
people, and rituals was integral to the expression and experience of religious
authority. Examining texts, ritual practices, and the use of monuments and
landscapes, each contribution treats processes and modes of empowerment re-
alized through a variety of religious media. How and why did historical agents —
religious specialists, rulers, and other actors — use and manipulate religious
media to empower themselves, their lineages, and their regimes? How were
practices and ideologies of empowerment co-opted, challenged, or subverted?
And, perhaps most importantly, how did the potential of gaining power (ritual,
political, or social) make religion persuasive in the premodern world?
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This section includes the following four articles:

— Csaba Dezsd, “The Meaning of the Word drya in Two Gupta-Period Inscriptions”

— Bryan J. Cuevas, “Four Syllables for Slaying and Repelling: A Tibetan
Vajrabhairava Practice from Recently Recovered Manuscripts of the ‘Lost’
Book of Rwa (Rwa pod)”

— Amy Paris Langenberg, “Love, Unknowing, and Female Filth: The Buddhist
Discourse of Birth as a Vector of Social Change for Monastic Women in
Premodern South Asia”

— Elizabeth A. Cecil, “A Natural Wonder: From Liriga Mountain to ‘Prosperous
Lord’ at Vat Phu”

The papers in this section each address the subject of religion in relation to
early Hindu and Buddhist communities, although not in explicitly theological
terms or as a matter of belief. Religion here is not a category distinct from poli-
tics, society, or economy; rather, it is integrated within and informs political
and social policies, gender norms, and engagements with place. In these ways,
we can see the category of religion expanded and explored as a repertoire of
political, social, and emplaced practices — although, it is important to note,
these observations are not ones that the premodern authors, ritual specialists,
and architects would have us see. Each of the authors reads against the grain
and between the lines in an effort to contextualize their sources and, by doing
so, subjects them to an analysis that critiques the social institutions that the
sources worked to perennialize and support.

Dezs6 examines the religiopolitical rhetoric of some of the best-known Gupta
inscriptions and reflects on the implications of the poets’ use of the term arya — a
Sanskrit term with a significant semantic charge: noble, worthy, and, in the case
of the Gupta rulers, chosen by the Goddess of Royal Fortune herself. The use of
this term to describe Skandagupta served to elevate, at least ideationally, an ille-
gitimate son to the status of a god-like king and support claims to kingship
through divine intervention. The power of language and the weaponization of
powerful mantras by religious specialists form the subject of Cuevas’s article.
Presenting editions and translations of recently discovered Tibetan manuscript
sources of the Rwa pod, attributed to the enigmatic teacher Rwa lo tsa ba Rdo rje
grags, Cuevas reflects on the tension in Tibetan Buddhist tantric tradition be-
tween the violent potential of ritual and the virtue of benevolence. Following
Cuevas, Langenberg’s explication of Buddhist birth narratives similarly hinges
on the power, and often violent power, of authoritative religious discourse. Here
she examines the ways in which Buddhist canonical sources ostensibly designed
to denigrate women and devalue their creative potential could, perhaps paradox-
ically, create both discursive and social spaces in which women could explore
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roles outside of the restrictive “mother paradigm.” In the final paper of this sec-
tion, Cecil returns to Sanskrit epigraphic texts, here from early Southeast Asia,
and shows how the development of a royal religious culture centering on the
God Siva anchored the emergent Khmer polity. While attuned to the power of
Sanskrit poetics, she argues that reading the epigraphic sources in the landscape
contexts reveals the formative power of place and natural landscape features in
these early expressions of “Hinduism.”

In their efforts to situate these religious ideologies and practices, the papers
in this section specifically foreground the ways in which religion was a means
of empowerment for individuals, institutions, and the norms they espoused -
as, for example, in Dezs6’s discussion of the role of the Gupta inscriptions in
political self-styling, Langenberg’s argument that repulsive birth narratives
support the monastic ideal, and Cecil’s emphasis on politics as a spatial and
material practice as evinced by the need for rulers to express control of and
connection with the land. Accessing modes of empowerment in their respective
sources reveals that these practices are plural and can also involve the empow-
erment of individuals and groups who are otherwise marginalized: women and
sons lacking a legitimate claim to the throne. Rituals of empowerment, too, can
have recourse to practices that push against established social boundaries and
that involve the intentional transgression or subversion of accepted norms, as
addressed clearly in Cuevas’s work. Finally, while rituals and modes of empow-
erment might typically rely upon the agency of human subjects, we also see the
manipulation of natural places as a strategy for gaining power that recognizes
non or more-than-human sources.

3 Conclusions

We began with the question of how scholars of premodern Asia might chart new
directions in Asian studies by the study of primary sources in a transdisciplinary
dialogue. The papers assembled here manifest a particular interest in discourses
on material agency and object-based histories, dynamics of textual production,
and modes of narrative analysis that read normative texts against the grain, as
well as political and religious ecologies that situate sites and monuments in
physical landscapes. Attention to these approaches permits new perspectives on
cultural innovation and imagination using sources long deemed “classical” or
“canonical.” In doing so, these papers engage with larger intellectual and meth-
odological developments within the humanities and social sciences — the archi-
val turn, new materialism, future philology, global history, and digital and
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spatial humanities, to name just a few. For innovation and progress in the study
of past societies, critical dialogue between specialists of the different disciplines
and their primary sources is key.
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Part I: Narrative Form and Literary Legacies






James L. Fitzgerald

Why So Many ‘Other’ Voices
in the ‘Brahmin’ Mahabharata?

1 Introduction

Most scholars agree that the “Great Epic of Ancient India,” the Mahabharata
(MBh), an epic story with a dynastic war over land and succession at its heart,
manifests the influence of authors and redactors who were affiliated with the
Brahmin traditions of ancient India.! The Brahmin traditions of India were a
heterogeneous mix of intellectual traditions that were notionally centered upon
the Vedas — ancient collections of orally transmitted poetry worshiping the
Gods — and the employment of the Vedas in fire sacrifices directed to the Gods.
But among the priestly families who knew and used the Vedas, different tradi-
tions branched out into a whole raft of ancillary concerns from phonetics and
grammar to astronomy, philosophy, and statecraft. The minimal Brahmin ideal
in ancient times was the priestly ideal — maintaining at least some part of the
Veda in memory and conducting at least the most modest of the sacrifices — but
it seems that even in the most ancient times, there were men who did not meet

1 The Brahminic religious cast of the MBh is so extensive that C. M. Bowra’s comprehensive
comparison of heroic epics — C. M. Bowra, Heroic Poetry (London: Macmillan & Co. Ltd., 1952) —
excludes it, for in the MBh “a truly heroic foundation is overlaid with much literary and theolog-
ical matter” (p. v). For standard handbook accounts of the origins and composition of the MBh,
and the role of Brahmins and Brahminic literature in it, see Edward Washburn Hopkins, The
Great Epic of India: Its Character and Origin (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1901), 363-85;
Moriz Winternitz, A History of Indian Literature (Calcutta: University of Calcutta, 1908), 1: 311-25
and 387-442; and more recently and comprehensively, John Brockington, The Sanskrit Epics
(Leiden: Brill, 1998), 19-21, 45, 132, 155-56, etc. For a brief account of the creation of the MBh in
terms of the sociocultural politics of Brahminism, see James L. Fitzgerald, “Negotiating the
Shape of ‘Scripture’: New Perspectives on the Development and Growth of the Epic Between the
Empires,” in Between the Empires, ed. Patrick Olivelle (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006),
257-87, and James L. Fitzgerald, “No Contest between Memory and Invention: The Invention of
the Pandava Heroes of the Mahabharata,” in Epic and History, ed. Kurt Raaflaub and David
Konstan (Oxford: Blackwell, 2010), 103-21. For an extensive general discussion of the history of
Brahminism in ancient India and the rise of Brahminic social and political ideology to the posi-
tion of being the dominant discourse across most of India, see Johannes Bronkhorst, How the
Brahmins Won: From Alexander to the Guptas (Leiden: Brill, 2016). Bronkhorst discusses
Brahminic influences upon and authorial contributions to the MBh at the end of chapter 2,
233-40. See too James L. Fitzgerald, The Mahabharata: 11. The Book of the Women; 12. The Book
of Peace, Part One (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004): 100—42.

8 Open Access. © 2021 James L. Fitzgerald, published by De Gruyter. [(c) EZI=cCH| This work is licensed
under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110674088-002
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this standard, who were criticized for being “brahmins by birth alone.” It is
important to realize that the social reality of brahmins “on the ground,” as it
were, was more complicated than thumbnail sketches of ancient Indian society
might lead one to believe.

My understanding of the history of the MBh is that it descended from an
older, non-Brahmin, oral epic tradition that told tales of the recurrent rivalries
between the Bharata dynasty and the neighboring Paficala dynasty. I suggest
the earlier form of our epic was simply the Bharata, “the story of the Bharatas.”>
Sometime around 500 to 400 BCE, the Bharata story became a supercharged
account centered upon a previously unknown, semidivine phratry of five heroes
that was grafted into the Bharata family — the five sons of the king Pandu, the five
Pandavas — who became alienated from the Kaurava phratry that treated them as
interlopers. The Pandavas allied themselves with the Paficalas through marriage,
and then effected the defeat of the Kaurava Bharatas. The injection of the five
semidivine heroes into the story was, I believe, the accomplishment of Veda-
inspired brahmins entering somehow into the creation and dissemination of popu-
lar epic narrative. This new Bharata story was told, in part, to ensure protection
from the armed stratum of society for the inspired elite that claimed the ability to
see and understand the Gods and other important unseen realities (e.g., dharma) —
that is, the brahmins“~ and secure that elite’s socioeconomic position in a world
that was being radically transformed by the imperialism and cosmopolitanism of
the eastern hegemons and by the successful new religious movements they spon-
sored (especially Jainism and Buddhism).” These religious movements rejected
Vedic revelation and ritual and the brahmin advocates of those exclusive, esoteric

2 See chapter 2 of Bronkhorst, How the Brahmins Won, 109-240.

3 See Fitzgerald, “No Contest between Memory and Invention,” 104-16, for a fuller account of
my inferences and speculations on this matter. For quite a different understanding of the
MBHR’s history, see Alf Hiltebeitel, Rethinking the Mahabharata: A Reader’s Guide to the
Education of the Dharma King (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001), 1-31 and 154-76;
Hiltebeitel argues that the MBh was the work of a directed assembly of brahmins (a “sympo-
sium”) that spanned “at most [. . .] a couple of generations” (20).

4 I write the anglicized “brahmins” when referring to actual people, the members of the first
of the four canonical social groups as defined in Brahminic normative texts. (I merely tran-
scribe the labels for the other three groups: ksatriyas, vaiSyas, and Suidras). When I refer to
generalized features of the society or culture of brahmins, I use the adjectives “Brahmin” or
“Brahminic.”

5 For comprehensive accounts of these political and cultural developments, see Romila
Thapar, ASoka and the Decline of the Mauryas (London: Oxford University Press, 1961) and
G. M. Bongard-Levin, Mauryan India (New Delhi: Stirling Publishers, 1985).
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texts and rites in favor of universal reasoning and one or another kind of “soul
therapy” for individual persons.®

The eldest Pandava, Yudhisthira, is portrayed in the epic as a pious student
of brahmins, a patron of brahmins, and a favorite of brahmins. He is in fact, so
infused with certain Brahminic values (particularly their adoption of the Jain
ideal of “complete harmlessness,” ahimsa) that initially he refused to take the
crown after he won the bloody, internecine Bharata war. Yudhisthira was even-
tually persuaded that violent kingship was truly necessary when he was told
the myth of the first great human king Prthu, who was fashioned - fully grown
and fully armed - by a group of brahmins out of the right hand of the wicked
king Vena, whom the brahmins had slain because, they said, he erased the dis-
tinctions between the four canonical orders of society (the four varnas), a socio-
economically threatening form of varna confusion (varnasamkara).” Prthu paid
obeisance to the brahmins immediately upon his creation and asked for their
commands. The brahmins ordered him to be restrained in his behavior (niyata;
no small point, as many stories of kings’ interactions with brahmins in the MBh
emphasize);8 also, to do what is Lawfully Right — that is dharma - in all circum-
stances; to be equitable toward all; to punish with force of arms those who violate
dharma; and, lastly, to bend all his efforts to elevating the Vedas as maintained
by Vedic brahmins (MBh 12.59.109-112). One of the central points of the MBh nar-
rative is to charter Yudhisthira, the victorious new king of the Bharatas, as a new
Prthu preserving dharma with force and protecting brahmins. This episode attests

6 See the discussions “Newer Senses of Dharma: The Rise of the Yoga Discourse and Values of
Social Harmony” and “The Double Crisis of Dharma Provoked by the Mauryans” in the intro-
duction to my translation of the Rajadharmaparvan of the MBh’s twelfth book, the Santiparvan
(“The Book of Peace”): Fitzgerald, Mahabharata: 109-23.

7 The term varnasamkara also refers to the inappropriate marriages of people of different
varnas: basically the word describes the general breakdown of the old Brahminic social and eco-
nomic order. The story of Prthu is told to Yudhisthira near the beginning of his instruction in
kingship after the war, in MBh 12.59 (see in particular stanzas 95-129): Fitzgerald, Mahabharata,
309-11.

8 There is a pronounced strain of brahmin-led revolutionary violence in many of the epic’s
supplemental narratives, numerous narratives representing the abuse of brahmins by loutish
rulers, and a number of expressions of horror at varnasamkara. One thematically based selec-
tion of these is analyzed in my paper, “The Rama Jamadagnya Thread of the Mahabharata: A
New Survey of Rama Jamadagnya in the Pune Text,” in Stages and Transitions: Temporal and
Historical Frameworks in Epic and Puranic Literature, ed. Mary Brockington (Zagreb: Croatian
Academy of Sciences and Arts, 2002), 89-132. I have cataloged a longer list of them in an un-
published paper I read at a conference entitled “Whose Veda,” hosted by Prof. Vasudha
Narayanan in Gainesville, Florida, in February 1996: “The Making of the King: Brahmin
Resentment and Apocalyptic Violence in the Mahabharata.”
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to the MBh as a story based on Brahmin ideology and advancing the claims of
brahmins to be the sole determiners of right and wrong in the polity and the
society — claims that were certainly not generally accepted at this time. The
teachings of the Buddhists, Jains, and Ajivikas and the edicts of ASoka posi-
tively attest to the bare fact; the many Brahminic registrations of grievance
over slights to Brahmin dignity and the many stories in the MBh demonstrat-
ing the power of brahmins attest to the pain felt as a result of it.

One of the principal ways that the distinctions between the canonical or-
ders of society were felt by some to be subject to erasure in northern India
about 400 BCE was the perceived maldistribution of patronage to unqualified
brahmins of poor Vedic learning or low standards in selecting their ritual pa-
trons; or, worse, the patronage of non-brahmins such as Buddhists or Jains.
Properly educated brahmins believed that they had a monopoly on knowing
and teaching dharma (and receiving patronage for doing so) and one of the
main points in fashioning Yudhisthira as the new Prthu and setting him at the
center of the Bharata narrative was to propagate this vision of a society and
polity headed by a king dedicated to and guided by brahmins. The only way an
elite that produces no material goods can thrive, or even exist, without outright
begging, is through a transfer of wealth to them effected by the armed stratum
of society and the consequent honor and protection of them by the armed rul-
ers. One of the goals of the MBh was to argue the world should have an honor-
able and secure place for brahmins — which was not at all a “done deal” in
ancient northern India in 400 BCE — and it seems that the MBh was persuasive
in this regard for significant portions of the subcontinent across the following
centuries, given the widespread patronage of brahmins and Brahmin literary
and intellectual pursuits across northern India,” and beyond, in the stressful
centuries following the demise of the Mauryan empire and leading eventually
to the rise of the Gupta empire in the fourth century CE.°

But while I think this gloss of the MBh as a reactionary document is true
as far as it goes, the burden of my argument in this paper is that some of the

9 The two major manifestations of this support are the vast proliferation of the genre of purana -
see James L. Fitzgerald, “History and Primordium in Ancient Indian Historical Writing: Itihasa
and Purana in the Mahabharata and Beyond,” in Thinking, Recording, and Writing History in the
Ancient World, ed. Kurt A. Raaflaub (Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2013), 49-53 - and the volu-
minous support afforded to properly Brahminic disciplines ($astras) and the composition of
Sanskrit poetry. For an extended discussion of these latter expressions of what he has called the
“Sanskrit cosmopolis,” see Sheldon Pollock’s The Language of the Gods in the World of Men:
Sanskrit, Culture, and Power (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2006).

10 See Fitzgerald, “No Contest between Memory and Invention,” 116-17 and Bronkhorst,
How the Brahmins Won, 404-12.
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cosmopolitanism of the non-brahmin Mauryan emperors and the universalism
of the Buddhist and Jain rivals of brahmins seeped into the epic — something
that is evident from the very fact that the MBh includes a large number of sup-
plemental narratives teaching dharma in one form or another that depict life
outside the courts of the Bharatas and their rivals: life in the wilderness and
in various kinds of sacred settlements that dot the wilderness, and life in
towns and big cities. And though the majority of these stories present or ex-
amine the status and position of brahmins, they often do so in oblique ways,
employ an unexpected diversity of voices, and include some harsh criticism of
brahmins and Brahminism.

I shall take a sampling of these supplemental dharma teachings, noting
particularly their settings and the casts of their characters. Perhaps befitting a
culture with significant memories of nomadic transhumance, there are long
journeys involved in many of these episodes: some of the discussions take place
on the road, some even in the road, as my first examples show.

2 Manki and Moksadharma in the Town Square

I begin in the middle of the road in an unnamed city with the voice of Manki,"
an enterprising member of the third canonical order, the vaiSyas, the propertied
producers of Brahminic society, not the armed, land-based rulers, the ksatriyas.
After failing at many ventures, Manki sank the last of his wealth into a pair of
young oxen only to watch them carried off in a freak accident. As Manki led his
two calves out for training, yoked together with a brace, they bolted impulsively
into the town square and ran up on either side of a camel that was sitting on
the ground. The irritated camel sprang to its feet under their brace, lifted the
two calves off the ground and ran off with them - each of them bobbing on
one side and the other of him like two ear baubles. Manki was in absolute de-
spair at first; but then he came to radical disaffection from the world, nirveda,
and spoke movingly about no longer being the plaything of his desires. This
hapless businessman-turned-philosopher underwent a spontaneous conversion
to the moksadharma, which is living with a view to one’s release from the painful

11 MBh 12.171. References to the MBh are to its critical edition: V. S. Sukthankar, S. K. Belvalkar,
and P. L. Vaidya, eds., The Mahabhdrata for the First Time Critically Edited (Poona: Bhandarkar
Oriental Research Institute, 1933-66); John D. Smith’s electronic version of the critically con-
stituted text is available at Professor Smith’s website: “The Mahabharata,” bombay.indology.
info, accessed November 1, 2019, http://bombay.indology.info/mahabharata/welcome.html.
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contingencies of endless rebirth, all of which, of course, are based on one’s de-
sires and the actions one undertakes to fulfill them.

In our Maha-Bharata, the “Great, Full, or Universal” Bharata, a number of
brahmins espouse moksadharma in various forms, and today we take for granted
the moksadharma belongs there. But the moksadharma had no place in the
original narrative of the Bharata war. Also, the moksadharma contains ele-
ments of strong antagonism to the ancient Vedic commitment to ritual action.
Epic moksadharma is a hybrid philosophy with roots in both the cosmic uni-
versalism of the Vedas and Upanisads — by which persons sought to align
themselves with the underlying powers of the world — and the therapies of
mind and soul used to escape the world by the non-Brahmin religions that
were patronized by the eastern emperors. Moksadharma did eventually be-
come integral to much of classical Brahmin thought, in part, it would seem,
because of the prominence it came to have in the MBh. It represents a slow
leavening of Brahminism with the person-centered perspectives of the non-
Vedic religious movements.

3 A Jackal Preaches Sadharana Dharmas
to a Brahmin Laid Low

My next example comes from right down in the dust of the road.’? A wealthy,
arrogant vaiSya riding along in his chariot knocked a scrupulously ascetic brah-
min off his feet. At first the brahmin was furious; then he despaired and
planned to kill himself. He cried out, “I’ll just die. There’s no point in a poor
man’s bothering to live.”*® His cry of despair occasioned a lengthy sermon to
him by a jackal who had witnessed his misfortune, a sermon pointing out to
him that not only did he enjoy all the advantages human beings have over
animals — such as being able to pick bugs off his body — he was, as a learned
brahmin, in the top position among humans. The jackal encouraged him to
complement his Vedic piety with some of the virtues of the sadharana dharma,
that is, the habits and attitudes that are right for all people universally, such as
self-control, non-resentment, contentment, kindness, and generosity — universal
dharma as opposed to one’s particular dharma, svadharma, that is set by one’s

12 MBh 12.173.
13 MBh 12.173.5-6.



Why So Many ‘Other’ Voices in the ‘Brahmin’ Mahabharata? =—— 27

situation in the world, especially one’s sex and one’s varna. The brahmin got up,
dusted himself off, and praised the jackal’s speech as wise.

This little colloquy also participates in the larger cultural tensions that con-
cern us. While no one tradition or people has a monopoly on advocating kind-
ness, generosity, and self-control — and these virtues are praised in some of the
old Vedic texts — these habits of behavior were centrally emphasized by the non-
Brahmin movements of the Jains and the Buddhists. The Jains in particular made
the value ahimsa — which is “harmlessness in all aspects of one’s behavior” - the
paramount category for the ethical evaluation of all actions. Holding ahimsa to
be the paramount value seems to have spread from them to the Buddhists and
then to the brahmins and, all across the board, helped encourage the focus upon
the subjective experience of individual persons that became one of the major
threads of all the therapies pursuing release from suffering and rebirth.

After showing this brahmin being scolded — while in fact praising Brahmin
hierarchy - this episode includes a coda that praises Brahminism pointedly
while criticizing its learned critics, the “Naysayers,” nastikas, those who explic-
itly deny the holiness of the Vedas and the effectiveness of Brahmin sacrifices.
At the end of his pep talk to the brahmin, the jackal revealed that he himself
had been a brahmin in an earlier life, but he had been a treasonous brahmin, a
logic-chopping pedant, who spoke in public assemblies making arguments
based on reason and criticizing Vedic religion and brahmins and their rites.!*
His current birth as an animal was the unwelcome fruit of that evil behavior. Of
course, the rationalism and skepticism labeled evil here were often associated,
in the Brahmin tradition, with Buddhist philosophy’s criticism of Brahmin reli-
ance upon transhuman revelations and rituals, as the Buddhists advocated the
same radical disaffection from action as Manki’s moksadharma. This coda at-
tests to the enduring ambivalence of the Brahmin tradition toward the new
religions.

4 The Ahimsa-Sadacara Pair

Promoting the sadharana dharmas came to be one of the major messages of the
MBh in its central epic narrative as well as in these supplemental narratives. In
both these realms of the text, ahimsa became emblematic of the whole set of
norms. Ahimsa came to be an ethical hot point in Indian society because the
old Brahmin ritual tradition sometimes prescribed the slaughter of animals and

14 MBh 12.173.45-47.
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that practice became a toxic emblem of the Brahmin tradition for many. Two of
the most interesting dharma-instructions of the MBh are initially focused on at-
tacking or defending the tradition and its sacrificing of animals. The attack
comes from one Tuladhara, a produce-merchant in the northeastern city of
Banaras; the defense, from an unnamed butcher in the northeastern city of
Mithila. Both of these texts move from the matter of ahimsa to the fundamen-
tally important philosophical principle of whether animal sacrifice does or does
not invalidate the argument that the general behavior of the Brahminically
loyal and pious community is to be considered a default standard for knowing
what is right behavior, that is dharma. The Brahminic tradition that theorized
and systematized dharma argued definitively that the behavior of the commu-
nity of the pious, what was called the saddacara, can be taken as an indication
of what is dharma generally, so long as it does not contradict anything explic-
itly prescribed in the text of the Veda or in the other normative texts of the
learned Brahmin tradition. Our two episodes are further interesting because
both of them - both the attack and the defense — use voices and arguments
that stand squarely in the cosmopolitan world ushered in with the eastern em-
pires of the fourth century BCE. That is, both of them come from and are ad-
dressed to people from well outside the narrow pathways of the strictly Vedic
Brahmin tradition.

5 A Temporary Detour into the Apaddharma

But before I turn to these stories, I will observe that the issue of whether the
behavior of the community of the Brahminically pious is intrinsically normative
is the source of another extremely important and related topic the MBh takes
up and “discusses” in some of its most important stories of the road: the
apaddharma, dharma for those times when, it is argued, the norms of dharma
behavior cannot be observed because of some exigency. This argument implies
that the pious retain their status as human exemplars worthy of respect and, in
the case of brahmins, patronage (arhats, to borrow a Buddhist term that the
MBh does not use’®), even when they may indulge in demonstrably substan-
dard behavior.'® There is a rebuttal to this kind of self-interested compromise,

15 The Brahminic term for one who is worthy to receive donations that will produce merit for
the donor is patra. I bring up the Buddhist term because the concept of worthiness lies upon
its surface.

16 See Fitzgerald, Mahabharata, 152-64.
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at least for brahmins, in the MBh’s exaltation of the saintly brahmin who re-
fuses to abandon his svadharma of Vedic ritual and recitation in the face of se-
vere economic hardship — the wrichavrttin, one who survives by gleaning,
whose modus vivendi frequently amounts to slow starvation. Besides a series of
texts that argue the importance of the apaddharma in the twelfth book of the
MBh," there is a set of three powerful road stories contesting these matters:
two that advocate the acceptance of degraded brahmin behavior in exigent cir-
cumstances'® and one that glorifies the uncompromising ufichavrtti as the most
excellent way for brahmins to live.”” These stories are interesting and impor-
tant, but they are more highly focused upon infra-Brahminical issues than
those I am currently presenting and even a short reprise of them here will take
us too far away from the themes of the sadharana dharmas and the ‘other voices’
of the MBh. So I will present these road stories on the theme of apaddharma in
an appendix to the main paper and I turn now to the merchant of Banaras and
the butcher of Mithila.

6 Back to the Ahimsa-Sadacara Pair of Stories

Both these stories are elaborately constructed multi-episode sermons. In the
first of them, a typecast produce-merchant in Banaras, Tuladhara (“one who
holds a balance or scale”), delivers a scathing criticism of the practice of
sacrificing animals to a somewhat hapless brahmin ascetic, Jajali, and then ar-
gues to Jajali that, because of such practices, the saddcara cannot be taken as an
indication of dharma. This attack occasioned another elaborately constructed
narrative that offers a considered response to this attack, one that upholds the
basic goodness of the saddacara in general and in regard to animal sacrifices in
particular. Taking the bull by the horns, so to speak, the text responding to the
Banaras grocer is put into the mouth of a butcher in Janaka’s city of Mithila and
preached to a pious KauSika brahmin who is deficient in his adherence to the
sadharana dharmas. Interestingly, both brahmins have traveled to the two cities
from the hinterland, having had their virtue and their knowledge of dharma
criticized by beings inferior to them — in terms of the Brahminically defined so-
ciopolitical hierarchy — and having been urged in each case to seek out dharma-

17 Fitzgerald, Mahabharata, 505-7.

18 12.139-140 (ViSvamitra’s eating of dog flesh during a famine and Bhisma’s defense of it)
and 12.162-167 (“The Story of the Ungrateful Brahmin”).

19 12.340-353 (“The Account on Gleaning as a Way of Life”).
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instruction from men who were not brahmins. Also, both these brahmins are
specially marked in the narratives by the way they treated animals: Jajali, the
wilderness ascetic, had been kind to a family of birds, but the Kausika, a vil-
lage brahmin, had killed a she-crane that had pooped on his head while he
recited the Vedas under a tree outside the village.

7 Tuladhara-)ajali

In the first of these stories,?® the brahmin ascetic Jajali thought he had done a
wonderfully heroic deed when, with a kind heart, he had fostered a generation
of sparrows nesting in the piles of uncut hair coiled on top of his head, as he
stood perfectly motionless performing asceticism at the sea-shore. But then
some local Raksasas told him that his paltry understanding of dharma would
be expanded if he would journey to Banaras and take instruction there from the
merchant Tuladhara.

Tuladhara is a vaiSya, but he is explicitly established as having mental
powers commensurate with many Brahmin seers by a description of his clair-
voyant knowledge of Jajali while the latter is traveling to Banaras for the pur-
pose of interviewing him. Further details establish Tuladhara as a city-dwelling
produce-merchant conversant with the philosophy of dharma. He tells Jajali
that the best actions are always those that do the least harm to other beings,
and further, that always being solicitous of the welfare of others is the highest
dharma. His own way of life conforms to these principles and is characterized
by other virtues of both the sadharana dharmas and the moksadharma.”* He
then launches into criticism of the principle that dharma can be known from
the behavior of the community of the pious because those communities were
observed to engage in various forms of cruelty, starting with the sacrificing
of cattle and extending all the way to slavery.?” He also makes the obvious,
logical point that such a principle is circular.” The arguments in “The Dialog of
Tuladhara and Jajali” are complicated and sometimes opaque; the language is

20 “The Dialog of Tuladhara and Jajali,” MBh 12.252-56.

21 MBh 12.254.1-20.

22 Slavery is described at MBh 12.254.38cd: “Humans even exploit other humans by using
them as slaves” (manusa manusan eva dasabhogena bhufijate).

23 idrsan asivan ghoran acaran iha jajale / kevalacaritatvat tu nipunan navabudhyase [/ 12.254.49.
The word nipunat (“because of cleverness”) is ironic: “Because you are so clever, Jajali, you fail to
realize that these horrible cruelties are ‘normative forms of behavior’ here only because they are
actually done.”
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often elliptical; and the text has been subject to many perturbations, as Ian
Proudfoot showed more than thirty years ago.?* But it is one of the most interesting
and important of the epic’s supplemental narratives because of the glimpse it
gives us into the Brahmin tradition negotiating the complexities of imperial and
postimperial cosmopolitanism. In the end, Jajali is converted to Tuladhara’s views
as the birds he had nurtured earlier now circled about his head and praise
Tuladhara’s ethical points to him — a constructed scene of good cheer and har-
mony among members of the hierarchical society and the animal realm that is a
recurrent narrative emblem of the sadharana dharmas the MBh has come to value.

8 The Butcher of Mithila

All the same points can be made about the text that answers Tuladhara-Jajali.
That answering text is the “Brahmana-vyadha-samvada” that is found in book 3
of the MBh. It was translated by J. A. B. van Buitenen under the title “The
Colloquy of the Brahmin and the Hunter.”” While the word vyadha frequently
does mean “hunter,” this story makes clear that the vyadha here is a butcher in
the city of Mithila, a commercial meat vendor who works in a slaughterhouse
(stina, 3.198.10) in the city, selling the flesh of various kinds of animals (veni-
son, buffalo, boar [mrga, mahisa, 198.10; varaha, 198.31]) — that he himself has
not killed (198.31). It is quite clear that this text was constructed as a response
to the Tuladhara-Jajali text: it too begins with a pious brahmin’s encounter
with a bird that reveals a defect in him — violent irascibility; this defect is
pointed out by a social inferior, here a housewife who lectures him at length on
dharma and sends him on a journey to Mithila to take dharma instruction from
a Brahminically loyal $iidra butcher there. Thus the birds, the pious but defective
brahmins, the criticism of them from inferiors, their journeys from the hinterland
to the cities, and, finally, the vesting of serious dharma-teaching authority with
inferior men who embody the essence of the arguments they speak: these ele-
ments show that the texts really do form an intentional pair that demonstrates
the Brahmin tradition’s high sensitivity to the criticism of its claimed monopoly

24 Ian Proudfoot, Ahimsa and a Mahabharata Story: The Development of the Story of Tuladhara
in the Mahabharata in Connection with Non- Violence, Cow-Protection and Sacrifice, Asian
Studies Monographs, New Series 9 (Canberra: Faculty of Asian Studies, Australian National
University, 1987).

25 MBh 3.198-206. J. A. B. van Buitenen, The Mahabharata, vol. 2 (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1975), 617-38.
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on the teaching of dharma. The story of the Mithila butcher’s teaching of dharma
is too rich and complicated to present all its significant details here, so I offer
only a rapid review of its highlights.

First, its brahmin foil is orthodox and pious — he was doing his daily Veda
recitation when a she-crane shat upon his head. The spontaneous rage that led
to his killing the crane is a recurrent, if unfortunate, meme in the profile of an-
cient brahmins, as is his killing the offending bird with a baleful glance, a di-
rect expression of the brahmin’s inner power. He does immediately regret his
burst of rage as he goes on his way into the village to beg his daily alms, but he
fails to learn any lesson from the incident, as we shall see.

At a familiar house on his round, he encounters a housewife, who refuses
to interrupt her serving her husband’s meal in order to give the brahmin his
alms. He berates her angrily for neglecting him, but, unlike the unfortunate
crane, she lives and she answers him smartly. She defends herself with an em-
phasis upon her doing her svadharma as a wife. She scolds him for being less
than a good brahmin and preaches him a sermon that is an interesting mixture
of sadharana dharma - self-control, mastering anger, ahimsa, etc. — and Veda-
based practices, referring to the brahmin’s svadharma. She concludes by point-
ing out that dharma is often quite subtle and his understanding of it is rather
deficient. (One of her points to him was, “Those who know dharma never kill
women,” 3.197.42cd.) She directs him to travel to Mithila for further dharma-in-
struction from a pious $iidra butcher there (3.197.30-44). The text now works
hard to legitimate this butcher’s piety and his authority: he does not kill or eat
the meat he sells, and he engages in various forms of virtuous behavior (some
of the sadharana dharmas) as a means to counteract the evil of his hereditary
profession. But most importantly, his piety toward his elderly parents is pre-
sented at length as a demonstration of his being a dharmatman person.

Just as the woman did earlier, the butcher defends his life as being his
proper dharma, svadharma. His proper work is part of the division of labor or-
dained by God (the system of the four social orders, the four varnas) and it en-
ables Vedic knowledge and royal government to effect the prosperity of the
worlds. He is not at all resentful, and he never castigates anyone more powerful
than himself (3.198.19-30). In making this general defense of Brahminic hierar-
chy, he strongly defends the king’s use of violence (danda) for coercing every-
one to perform his svadharma - that is, preventing the mixing of varnas in
terms of who gets paid to do what — which, as said earlier, is one of the brah-
mins’ principal complaints and the whole point of the hierarchy in the first
place. As to the violence of the sacrificial ritual, it does not harm its pious per-
formers as long as their motives are only to do dharma, and it enables the ani-
mals killed to get to heaven (3.198.55-68 and 199.6-9). He argues that sadacara
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is a legitimate way to know dharma, because — and this argument is remarkable —
the community of the pious is generally characterized by their virtues and the
sadharana dharmas are the virtues that legitimate them. Overall, his instruction to
the brahmin is laced with exhortations to the s@dharana dharmas. Furthermore,
this Siidra butcher teaches moksadharma as well, and at great length!

It was an ingenious stroke of rhetoric to fashion the authoritative voice in
this story as an urban butcher from the lowest of the four Brahminic social or-
ders — to use such a type in order to address the criticisms of people like
Tuladhara and subsequently present a comprehensive defense of the Brahminic
social hierarchy and its reliance upon royal violence. The genius of the Mithila
butcher’s defense of Brahminism becomes clear if we contrast it with another
spirited defense of cow sacrifice that was put into the mouth of a cow about to be
sacrificed (the Gokapiliya, 12.260-62). The cow belonged to the old Vedic creator
God Tvastr and it was king Nahusa, an ancient ancestor of the Bharatas, who
planned to kill her. A number of the arguments made by our butcher in Mithila
are put into the mouth of Tvastr’s cow, who is shown answering criticisms put by
one of the emblematic sages of moksadharma philosophy, Kapila.?® As with the
Sudra of Mithila, this fanciful defense of Brahminic violence also co-opts the
voice of a victim of orthodox ideology. Also, its constructing a mythic royal
setting for the debate would seem to attest to the great force of the cultural
energy coming from the cosmopolitan urban environment. The text featuring
Tvastr’s cow at the site of a Vedic sacrifice in a mythic time epitomizes the con-
servative tradition’s occasional flat-footedness, its lacking upayakausalya, “per-
suasive skill,” to borrow another Buddhist term. The story of the butcher of
Mithila, on the other hand, shows the kind of Brahmin adaptability and skillful
creativity that is characteristic of the transformation of the old Bharata into the
Maha-Bharata.

9 The Anchorage of the Sadharana Dharma
in the Epic’s Main Narrative
But what justifies our seeing this emphasis upon sadharana dharmas as genu-

inely part of the MBh proper and not just an occasional feature of the supplemen-
tal narratives? The answer is that the main narrative of our “Great Bharata”

26 Actually, it is the otherwise unknown rsi SyimaraSmi who speaks from within the cow,
having entered into her when Kapila began criticizing the sacrifice.
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features the sadharana dharma in some strategic ways, most of which revolve
around embodiments of the God Dharma in the narrative, in addition to his em-
bodiment in his son Yudhisthira. First among these is the Siidra steward of the
Bharata court, Vidura, who is an actual incarnation of the God Dharma. Vidura
has more to say of dharma at the Bharata court than any other figure in the main
narrative. Second is a series of challenges presented to Yudhisthira by his father,
the God Dharma, to test him at strategic junctures of the main narrative — exactly
at points where Yudhisthira is conveying his brothers between life and death
(which underscores the fact that the God Dharma is an alter ego of the Vedic God
Yama, the God who conducts the dead from this world to the next). These tests
are called jijfiasas — something that “seeks to ‘know’ or ascertain something”; it
is the character of the terrestrial son of Dharma that is under scrutiny and it is
what pleases his father, Dharma, as a result of these tests that tells us something
important about the value perspectives of the MBh as a whole.

In the first of these tests (MBh 3.296-298), Dharma disguises himself as a
spirit, a yaksa, that presides over a marsh in the body of a baka (a long-legged
wading bird that could be a crane, heron, or stork; in light of Yudhisthira’s
later disguising himself with the name Karika, “Stork,” in the Pandavas’ year of
incognito, we should opt for “stork” here). Yudhisthira then solves a series of
riddles the stork puts to him and is thus able to bring his four brothers back to
life — the stork had taken their lives because they refused to submit to his au-
thority. Having answered the stork’s riddles successfully — and without know-
ing the creature’s true identity — Yudhisthira is offered a series of wishes. In
each instance, Yudhisthira makes choices that exemplify sadharana dharma
virtues — generosity, kindness, loyalty. His disguised father is delighted and re-
veals his identity as the God Dharma, predicting that Yudhisthira and his broth-
ers will make it through their incognito year without being discovered. This
encounter with the God Dharma occurs just as the Pandavas are about to enter
into the stipulated year of total incognito — itself a kind of death. It is during
this year that Yudhisthira, the terrestrial stand-in of the celestial Dharma, aka
Yama, adopts the incognito name Karika, “Stork,” a striking emblem of king-
ship as a lord over death.”

27 The key to understanding Yudhisthira’s curious choice of name lies in the fact that the
karika bird is the largest animal feeding upon the carrion of the battlefield in the wake of the
great Bharata war on Kuruksetra. Previously misidentified as a “heron,” the bird in the after-
battle book 11 of the MBh (The Book of the Women, the Striparvan), the karika, must be the
Indian adjutant stork (Leptopilos dubius), for it is the only long-legged wading bird that feeds
on carrion. Standing five meters tall, it is a gigantic and ugly bird that underscores the darker
side of the king’s presiding over the violence of war and punishment - the fundamental
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At the very end of the entire epic, Yudhisthira leads his brothers and their
wife Draupadi on a march up to heaven (MBh 17.1-3). A dog trails after them
(17.1.23, 32, 2.11, 26). After each member of his family drops dead in succession,
Yudhisthira is left with just the dog. Indra, the king of heaven, climbs on his char-
iot to bring Yudhisthira into heaven bodily. But Indra will not allow the dog to
accompany Yudhisthira, and Yudhisthira refuses to mount the chariot without
the dog, because of its devotion to him. The dog then reveals himself to be
Yudhisthira’s father Dharma in disguise once again, and he tells his son that he
has passed another test of his virtue by this demonstration of loyalty and kindness.

Yudhisthira faces one other such test upon entering heaven. There he finds
his enemies — all the war dead of the evil Kaurava phratry — celebrating; but the
members of his family, who have recently died on the journey to heaven, are all
in hell because of their sins. Yudhisthira insists on joining his family and he jour-
neys to the horrible hell where they are. When finally he encounters the members
of his family, they take some comfort from his presence. He then excoriates
the Gods, including his father, Dharma, and sends back the messenger of the
Gods who had guided him there. But shortly after the messenger informs the
Gods of Yudhisthira’s final decision on the matter, all the Gods appear before
Yudhisthira and the Pandavas and the hell they are in suddenly turns into a par-
adise. The God Dharma points out to his son that this was a third test of his virtue
and that his choosing to stay with his family members has completely purified
him and qualified him for heaven. The stint in hell had been necessary for him
because of his fatal lie during the war, when he told his guru Drona that Drona’s
son had been killed.”® I would point out that this lie was not just a falsehood, but
one directed against the social bonds at the core of the sadharana dharmas.

So, Brahmin “liberalism” in the MBh was not a peripheral theme of the epic.
It occurred on a number of fronts even as it often met with resistance. But it is
present, the result of a complex Brahminism that has gone well beyond its Vedic
core, that has absorbed and begun to cultivate the waves of thought that were
emanating from outside the Brahmin tradition while it also capitalized upon
themes found within itself.”

reasons Yudhisthira was ambivalent about accepting the kingship conferred by the Pandava vic-
tory in the war. See James L. Fitzgerald, “Some Storks and Eagles Eat Carrion; Herons and Ospreys
Do Not: Karikas and Kuraras (and Badas) in the Mahabharata,” Journal of the American Oriental
Society 118, no. 2 (1998), 257-61, and Fitzgerald, Mahabharata; in particular, chapters 16 and 22 of
book 11, pp. 54-57 and 64-65.

28 See MBh 7.164.60ff., esp. 93-110.

29 Once again, a fuller account of these matters focused upon the idea of dharma is available
in my Mahabharata, 100-128.
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Appendix: Three ‘Road Stories’ of Dharma during
Apad (“Exigency”)

Bhisma’s Defense of Visvamitra’s Eating Dog Flesh

A MBh story found in the Santiparvan (12.139, with commentary from Bhisma in
12.140)°° makes use of violent caricature and scathing sarcasm to argue a liberal
“situation ethics” against the conservative pandits of the dharmasastra, the
Brahminic science for determining right and wrong behavior. During a prolonged
period of famine and widespread starvation, the brahmin Vi§vamitra, like many
others, wanders far and wide in search of food. He ends up in a repulsive hamlet
of dog-eating Candalas, a tribal people outside the orders of Brahminically con-
ceived society. This story egregiously exaggerates the “otherness” of these people
to paint Visvamitra’s violation to be as outrageous as can be imagined. As he
moves about the hamlet, ViSvamitra eventually spies meat hanging from the raf-
ters of one “dog-cooker’s” hut. It is meat from the hindquarters of a dog, but this
fact does not deter him any more than where he found it in the first place. The
brahmin reasons that taking the property of a lower-order person during such a
life-or-death crisis would not be theft. In spite of having dismissed the idea he
might be a thief, he waits until the dead of night, when the Candala is asleep,
and sneaks into the hut to take the meat down.

But naturally the Candala wakes up and a most interesting conversation
ensues. The Candala cites one argument after another from the dharmasastra in
order to dissuade Visvamitra from eating the meat: it would be a great sin and
he would ruin the accumulated merit of his asceticism; he would be mixing
standards of behavior not suited to his nature; etc. But of course Vi§vamitra has
an answer for every argument: he insists that survival takes precedence over
forbidden foods and he can purify himself later if he survives. They argue back
and forth, over and over, with the Candala quoting dharmasastra to the brah-
min and urging him to accept death by starvation. The brahmin answers with
reinterpretations of what things might look like on the surface - like the dog
here would be the equivalent of a deer, etc. — all to the effect that it would not
be a very serious wrong (139.50-85).>! In the end, Viévamitra eats the dog meat

30 Fitzgerald, Mahabharata, 534—-44.

31 Relying upon what the MBh’s philosophy of apaddharma calls vijiianabala, “the power of
understanding,” to see dharma in apparent adharma and vice versa. See my introduction to
the MBh’s treatment of apaddharma: Mahabharata, 152-64, especially 153-58.
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and later purifies himself, eventually attaining full perfection in heaven
(139.85-90). I should add here that there was never any suggestion that the
Candala had any self-interest in making these arguments: he wasn’t trying
to hang onto his meat; he was simply piously suggesting the brahmin starve
to death for the brahmin’s own good! Given the discussion of this incident
that ensues in the next chapter (12.140), it is quite believable that this
dharmasastra-spouting Candala was constructed simply as a straw man for
the criticism of dharmasastra proper, which that next chapter now makes.
The whole episode smacks of satire, and no element of it more so than its
putting the details of dharmasastra punditry into the mouth of a “barbarian”
whose repulsive qualities the text goes out of its way to emphasize.

This story is told to the new Pandava king Yudhisthira by the wise sage
Bhisma as one of several episodes arguing that the dharmasastra is not just a
matter of “black letter law,” but requires sophistication, interpretation, and adjust-
ment to circumstances. When his pious, brahmin-sympathizing pupil Yudhisthira
expresses astonishment at ViSvamitra’s eating the dogmeat, Bhisma unleashes a
stunning diatribe against the narrow-minded, “strict-constructionist” literalists of
dharmasastra. He calls them

enemies of Law [dharma] who steal the science [$astra, dharmasastra) and explain it as
being harsh because they have nonsensical understandings of practical matters. They
are the most wicked of men, these enemies of Law, who seek to live off of learning and
lust for glory from every side. They’re completely unsophisticated (asastrakusalah),
foolish men with half-baked ideas (apakvamatayo mandah). They keep their eyes only
on the wrongs that are taught in the dharmasastra and thereby steal its teachings. Their
understanding of dharmasastra goes, “That is not right.” They make their own teach-
ings known only by their criticism of the teachings of others. Having taken a mouthful
of metal blades for words, they speak in sharp darts and arrows; they seem to have
milked the cow of learning dry [. . .] The whole of dharma that is known is mocked by
them as a fraud.*?

32 MBh 12.140.11-17, with paraphrase and translation interspersed: parimusnanti Sastrani dha-
rmasya paripanthinah | vaisamyam arthavidyanam nairarthyat khyapayanti te [/11 /| djijivisavo
vidyam yaSaskamah samantatah | te sarve narapapistha dharmasya paripanthinah [/12 [/
apakvamatayo manda na jananti yathatatham [ sada hy asastrakusalah sarvatraparinisthitah [/
13 // parimusnanti $astrani $astradosanudarsinah | vijfidnam atha vidyanam na samyag iti va-
rtate [/14 [| nindaya paravidyanam svam vidyam khyapayanti ye | vagastra vakchurimattva
dugdhavidyaphala iva | tan vidyavanijo viddhi raksasan iva bharata //15 [/ vyajena krtsno vi-
dito dharmas te parihasyate | na dharmavacanam vaca na buddhya ceti nah Srutam [/16 // iti
barhaspatam jiianam provdaca maghava svayam | na tv eva vacanam kim cid animittad iho-
cyate [/17.
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The Louche Gautama Brahmin Commits a Crime beyond
Expiation, But Is Forgiven with Kindness

Bhisma’s defense of Visvamitra’s violation of norms opens onto a more extreme
possibility: the matter of brahmins who engage in scandalous behavior habitu-
ally, not merely in times of exigency. An example of this is the story of the louche
Gautama brahmin (12.162-67).>> Impoverished, this brahmin leaves his native vil-
lage, wanders far and wide in search of alms, and ends up living among “barba-
rous” tribes and adopting their ways — eating meat, marrying among them, and
so on (12.162.28-37). A proper brahmin from his native town encounters him
there and upbraids him because of his debasement (162.39-49). The Gautama is
ashamed and takes to the road, traveling toward the sea to start his life over
again. Some misadventures befall him, but eventually, the exhausted Gautama
brahmin chances to benefit from the protection and sumptuous hospitality of a
magnificent “stalk-legged” bird (nadijangha) living in a banyan tree — a bird
named Rajadharman (“King-nature,” suggesting as well “The Laws of Kings,”
rajadharma), perhaps another stork.>* When the Gautama tells Rajjadharman he
is searching for wealth, the bird promises him that he will make it back home
with newfound riches. He directs him to go to a nearby king, Virtipaksa, “Ugly
Eye,” a wealthy and munificent king of Raksasas, flesh-eating, night-prowling
monsters — seemingly another, though more qualified “othering” of “barbarians”
one might meet on the road. When our derelict brahmin arrives at Virtipaksa’s
opulent city, the king probes his status and determines he is a fallen brahmin.*
He decides, nonetheless, to allow him to join the thousands of brahmins who are
lining up to be fed on this full-moon day of Karttika (12.163-165.9); of course, any
and all brahmins accepting honor and food from a Raksasa would be regarded as
brahmins in name only (brahmabandhus). The Gautama stuffs himself at the
feast and then accepts the monster king’s invitation to cart off as much gold as
he can carry away, as do all the other brahmins there. He overburdens himself in
his greed and struggles back to Rajadharman’s banyan tree, where the bird feeds
him and shelters him again. But then he kills the bird so he will have food
enough for his journey back home (12.166.3) - a striking inversion of the king’s
presiding over the life and death of his subjects. When the Raksasa king becomes
aware of the Gautama’s perfidious act of ingratitude, he sends his monstrous
minions out to hunt the brahmin ingrate down and bring him back to his court.

33 Fitzgerald, Mahabharata, 590-602.
34 At the least, it is another allusion to the association of such birds with kingship.
35 Thus not a worthy patra for any pious observer of the sadacara (see above, note 15).
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They do so; Ugly Eye orders him killed, and he is. But, as Bhisma explains next
to Yudhisthira, the one sin that cannot be expiated is ingratitude, and for that
reason the Raksasa monsters, who would normally have had no compunction
about eating the brahmin’s carcass, refuse to do so — for the evil in that body
cannot be removed even by his capital punishment (12.166.12-25).

But just as it seems the narrative has come to rest in justice, as Ugly Eye
presides over the cremation of the recovered body of the stork Rajadharman,
the Goddess who is the mother of all cows, Surabhi, appears over the stork’s
remains, dripping milk on them, and Rajadharman comes back to life. The God
Indra then appears and explains that Rajadharman had been cursed to suffer
death because he had once failed to pay court to the God Brahma: this is celes-
tial code saying that a ksatriya king had failed to honor brahmins and the
Vedas. Following this karma-based explanation of Rajadharman’s being mur-
dered by a greedy brahmin ingrate, Rajadharman, now revived by the milk of
motherly kindness, invokes the sadharana dharmas, forgives the ungrateful
brahmin (addressing him as “my dear friend Gautama”) and requests that he
be brought back to life. The Gautama is brought back to life, and Rajadharman
then sends him on his way home with all his gold. Rajadharman pays court to
Brahma without fail from then on, but the Gautama brahmin returns home, pro-
duces two evil sons, and ends up in hell (167.5-15).

In this story, not even the apaddharma can save the Gautama brahmin
from the consequences of his laxity. The kindness of the sadharana dharma re-
deems him temporarily, but he remains impervious to its grace, though we can
infer it elevated the wronged Rajadharman.

The Aloof Uiichavrttin: A Brahmin Diametrically Opposed
to the Louche Gautama

The story of the kind Rajadharman’s forgiveness of the louche brahmin (which oc-
curs as the final text of the Apaddharmaparvan collection in Bhisma’s postwar
instruction of Yudhisthira, just before Bhisma’s Moksadharmaparvan collec-
tion begins) seems not to have sat well with everyone. It was answered with a
glorification of the human emblem of stubborn brahmin scrupulosity and aloof-
ness, the ufichavrttin, “one who lives (just) by gleaning grains”>® (which stands

36 That is, not performing rituals for clients, not teaching the Vedas to pupils, not accepting
donations. The reason for such inaction is that he cannot secure the patronage of sufficiently
worthy (pure) clients or donors. The Gautama brahmin (and others like him) had no such
scruples.
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as the final text of the Moksadharmaparvan).’” The ufichavrttin seems to have

been the most saintly figure of orthodox Vedic Brahminism during the hard
times of the MBR’s development.>® The ufichavrttin is a brahmin householder
who lives on the small amounts of grain he gleans every day; that is to say, he is
often close to starving to death because of poverty.>® The ufichavrttin brahmin
lives this way because, even in the exigent circumstance of there being no suffi-
ciently pure clients for his services or sufficiently pure donors to give him alms,*°
he refuses to adopt any livelihood other than his now-unremunerative priestly
duties and Veda recitations. He will not abandon the svadharma of the orthodox
brahmin and stoop to earning his livelihood by commerce or in the service of the
king.

There are a number of glorifications of urichavrtti in the MBh,*! but the
story that occurs at the end of the Moksadharmaparvan in answer to the tale of
the louche Gautama brahmin is especially relevant to this discussion. In this
story, a prosperous elderly brahmin, puzzled about the dharma he should ob-
serve in the final phase of his life, makes a journey — upon the considered ad-
vice of a brahmin friend - to consult an illustrious Naga chief,* who is said to
be eminently virtuous (in terms of sadhdrana dharma) and able to demonstrate
the highest form of dharma.”’ 1t is not perfectly clear who this serpent-chief of

37 Thus the sixty-two preceding texts that make up the Moksadharma collection stand “book-
ended” by the story of the louche Gautama brahmin and the glorification of heroic gleaning
found at 12.340-353.

38 See James L. Fitzgerald, “The Ethical Significance of Living by Gleaning (ufichavrtti) in the
Mahabharata,” in Release from Life: Release in Life. Festschrift Peter Schreiner (Bern: Peter
Lang, 2010), 89-110.

39 See the depiction of the gleaner brahmin and his family and their ascent to heaven as a
result of great generosity in spite of their extreme poverty at MBh 14.93.2-82.

40 This dilemma for the well-trained, pure brahmin makes clear why patronage directed to
non-brahmins or poorly trained or impure brahmins was such a painful issue for the earnestly
orthodox.

41 For which, see Fitzgerald, “The Ethical Significance of Living by Gleaning (ufichavrtti) in
the Mahabharata.”

42 The Nagas are typically conceived of as serpents inhabiting watery realms of the earth;
there are a considerable number of literary and artistic representations of them. For a standard
survey of these, one may consult J. Ph. Vogel, Indian Serpent Lore or the Nagas in Hindu
Legend and Art (London: Arthur Probsthain, 1926).

43 The friend tells our unnamed protagonist, “Without fail, he will show you the very highest
norm of action” (sa te paramakam dharmam namithya darSayisyati), 12.343.7cd. There is a re-
curring emphasis in this story on demonstration and seeing. While brahmins receive verbal
instruction from different “inferiors” in the stories of Tuladhara, the Mithila butcher, and
ViSvamitra, that is not the case in this ufichavrtti story: the brahmin’s quest for knowledge is
completely satisfied by the Naga’s recounting to him the marvel he had observed of an
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the watery realm might represent in Indian sociopolitical history, but he is clearly
someone below the brahmin in purity and, it would seem, outside the parameters
of Brahminically conceived society altogether.** As this story praising the
ufichavrtti as the best way for a brahmin householder to live is also, implicitly, a
rebuttal of the laxity of the Gautama brahmin and his testing the limits of
apaddharma, it might be fair to infer that the Naga chieftain here is a ruler analo-
gous to the Raksasa Ugly Eye, except that the Naga is relatively noble and is not
repulsive.*”” When the brahmin arrives at the Naga’s settlement, that headman
is away performing his month-long corvée duty, pulling the chariot of the Sun
God across the sky.*® The brahmin guest is treated hospitably while he awaits
the chief’s return, but will take none of the food the Naga’s family offers him
in hospitality.

The Brahminic ambivalence toward the Naga and his kin extends to the story’s
revealing narrative of the brahmin’s learning the highest dharma. When the Naga
returns, the brahmin tells him he wishes to receive instruction in dharma. But be-
fore the instruction actually gets underway, the brahmin asks the Naga to tell him

ufichavrttin’s world-exit-journey (gati) into the sun. Is it significant that a story praising brah-
min aloofness from compromising intercourse with rich and powerful would-be patrons allows
the brahmin to be enlightened without the verbal transfer of knowledge that makes one a sub-
servient pupil? I think this point holds at the level that matters, even though words were the
actual mechanism by which the Naga conveyed his demonstration (12.352.1cd: “Your words
speak to my concern and they have shown me the path to take” [anvarthopagatair vakyaih
panthanam casmi darsitah)).

44 A marked feature of this story is its abundant attentiveness to the social interactions be-
tween all its interlocutors: between the brahmin and his brahmin visitor, between the brahmin
traveler and the Naga’s wife and kinsmen, between the Naga chief and his wife, and between
the brahmin and the Naga.

45 1 would conjecture that both this Naga lord and the Raksasa king Viriipaksa in the Gautama
story represent the leaders of semi-assimilated non-Aryan peoples of India somehow within the
purview of the authors of the stories. The Naga is depicted as well-educated in dharma (espe-
cially sadharana dharma), and the Raksasa monster as eager to gain the support and approval
of brahmins. While Nagas are sometimes regarded as divine or partly divine, raksasas, or
raksases, “beings to guard against, watch out for,” were ferocious, swiftly flying, flesh-eating,
nocturnal monsters known in the most ancient strata of Sanskrit literature.

46 And if we suspect the Naga chieftain and the Raksasa king represent non-Aryan polities
and societies, we must also ask what sociopolitical organization might the Sun represent here?
Whomever the Sun may represent here, the Naga’s compulsory service to him would seem to
signify some kind of imperial formation. See F. B. ]. Kuiper, Varuna and Vidisaka: On the
Origin of the Sanskrit Drama (Amsterdam: North-Holland Publishing Company, 1979), 81-88,
for notes on the ancient Vedic God Varuna as the lord of the subterranean watery realm and
the Nagas and Asuras and on that netherworld as an inversion of the empyrean realm of the
Sun.
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of any marvels he has witnessed while pulling the Sun’s chariot. The Naga answers
by relating an amazing spectacle he has observed. An apparent second sun rose
up from the earth, traveled through the sky and approached the Sun, who wel-
comed this ball of fire. The blazing second fire then fused its brilliance with that of
the Sun (12.350.5-15). When questioned about this marvel by the Naga, the Sun
explained that the fireball was a person, a sage who had become perfected through
living only on what he could glean (12.351.1-5). The brahmin is delighted and
abruptly terminates his journey of instruction with this testimony of the Naga’s,
without any further, formal, verbal instruction. The brahmin politely takes his
leave and returns home, where he is initiated into the ufichavrtti by the Bhargava
brahmin Cyavana (12.353.1-2), a kinsman of Rama Jamadagnya, the MBh’s recur-
rently ferocious enforcer of Brahminic safety and dignity.*’

This tale in praise of the life of gleaning is a determined affirmation of
Brahmin independence in opposition to a world rife with the temptations to com-
promise, such as those reported in the cases of ViSvamitra and the Gautama brah-
min! But though this assertion of Brahmin ambivalence and aloofness occupies a
place of emphasis and honor in the received text of the MBh, our little tour in this
paper attests overall to various indications of productive engagement and com-
promise between alert and adaptive members of the Brahmin tradition and the
hurly-burly cosmopolitan world beyond their circles.

Bibliography

Bongard-Levin, G. M. Mauryan India. New Delhi: Stirling Publishers, 1985.

Bowra, C. M. Heroic Poetry. London: Macmillan & Co. Ltd, 1952.

Brockington, John. The Sanskrit Epics. Leiden: Brill, 1998.

Bronkhorst, Johannes. How the Brahmins Won: From Alexander to the Guptas. Leiden: Brill, 2016.

Fitzgerald, James L. “Some Storks and Eagles Eat Carrion; Herons and Ospreys Do Not: Karikas
and Kuraras (and Badas) in the Mahabhdrata.” Journal of the American Oriental Society
118, no. 2 (1998): 257-61.

Fitzgerald, James L. “The Rama Jamadagnya Thread of the Mahabharata: A New Survey of
Rama Jamadagnya in the Pune Text.” In Stages and Transitions: Temporal and Historical
Frameworks in Epic and Puranic Literature, edited by Mary Brockington, 89-132. Zagreb:
Croatian Academy of Sciences and Arts, 2002.

Fitzgerald, James L. The Mahdabharata: 11. The Book of the Women; 12. The Book of Peace, Part
One. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004.

47 See Fitzgerald, “The Rama Jamadagnya Thread.”



Why So Many ‘Other’ Voices in the ‘Brahmin’ Mahabharata? =—— 43

Fitzgerald, James L. “Negotiating the Shape of ‘Scripture’: New Perspectives on the
Development and Growth of the Epic Between the Empires.” In Between the Empires,
edited by Patrick Olivelle, 257-87. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006.

Fitzgerald, James L. “No Contest between Memory and Invention: The Invention of the Pandava
Heroes of the Mahabharata.” In Epic and History, edited by Kurt Raaflaub and David
Konstan, 103-21. Oxford: Blackwell, 2010.

Fitzgerald, James L. “The Ethical Significance of Living by Gleaning (Ufichavrtti) in the
Mahabharata.” In Release from Life: Release in Life. Festschrift Peter Schreiner, edited by
Andreas Bigger, Rita Krajnc, Annemarie Mertens, Markus Schiipbach, and Heinz Werner
Wessler, 89-110. Bern: Peter Lang, 2010.

Fitzgerald, James L. “History and Primordium in Ancient Indian Historical Writing: /tihasa and
Purdna in the Mahabharata and Beyond.” In Thinking, Recording, and Writing History in
the Ancient World, edited by Kurt A. Raaflaub, 41-60. Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2013.

Hiltebeitel, Alf. Rethinking the Mahabharata: A Reader’s Guide to the Education of the Dharma
King. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001.

Hopkins, Edward Washburn. The Great Epic of India: Its Character and Origin. New York:
Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1901.

Pollock, Sheldon I. The Language of the Gods in the World of Men: Sanskrit, Culture, and
Power. Berkeley: University of California Press, 2006.

Proudfoot, lan. Ahimsa and a Mahabhdarata Story: The Development of the Story of Tuladhara
in the Mahabharata in Connection with Non- Violence, Cow-Protection and Sacrifice.
Asian Studies Monographs, New Series 9. Canberra: Faculty of Asian Studies, Australian
National University, 1987.

Smith, John D. The Mahabharata. Accessed November 1, 2019. http://bombay.indology.info/
mahabharata/welcome.html.

Sukthankar, V. S., S. K. Belvalkar, and P. L. Vaidya, eds. The Mahabharata for the First Time
Critically Edited. Poona: Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute, 1933-66.

Thapar, Romila. ASoka and the Decline of the Mauryas. London: Oxford University Press, 1961.

Vogel, J. Ph. Indian Serpent Lore or the Nagas in Hindu Legend and Art. London: Arthur
Probsthain, 1926.

Winternitz, Moriz. A History of Indian Literature. Calcutta: University of Calcutta, 1908.


http://bombay.indology.info/mahabharata/welcome.html
http://bombay.indology.info/mahabharata/welcome.html

Peter C. Bisschop

After the Mahabharata: On the Portrayal
of Vyasa in the Skandapurana

Certain works of literature function as cultural hegemons. Their influence is so
forceful that subsequent authors and literary traditions take their place only in
relation to them. In the world of premodern South and Southeast Asia, the
Mahabharata claims such a commanding position. There is an element of truth
in the bold, much-cited claim in the first and the last books of the text, that
“What is found here concerning dharma, the proper making of wealth, pleasure
and final release, is to be found elsewhere, too, O bull-like heir of Bharata; but
what is not found here is to be found nowhere.”” In addition to its master narra-
tive of the catastrophic war between the Pandavas and the Kauravas, this status
is to a large extent due to the epic’s complex frame structure, which allowed for
the nesting and integration of numerous additional narratives and didactic epi-
sodes that could be continuously expanded.?

Composed after the Mahabharata, the Puranas constitute the most prolific
genre of Sanskrit literature, displaying similarities in style and technique, but
also departing from the epic in significant ways, particularly in terms of religious
ideology, orientation, and scope. Recent work on the Skandapurana — a text that
was long held to be lost, but identified in early Nepalese palm-leaf manuscripts

1 MBh1.56.33 = 18.5.38:

dharme carthe ca kame ca mokse ca bharatarsabha |
yad ihasti tad anyatra yan nehdsti na tat kva cit |/

The translation is that of John Smith, trans., The Mahabharata. An Abridged Translation
(London: Penguin, 2009). On the political status of the Mahabharata in premodern South and
Southeast Asia, see Sheldon Pollock, The Language of the Gods in the World of Men (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 2006), 223-258.

2 On the frame story in the Indian context, see Michael Witzel, “On the Origin of the Literary
device of the ‘Frame Story’ in Old Indian Literature,” in Hinduismus und Buddhismus.
Festchrift fiir Ulrich Schneider, ed. Harry Falk (Freiburg: Hedwig Falk, 1987), 380—414.

Notes: This article is number 12 in the multi-authored series Studies in the Skandapurana. For an
overview of the series, see: https://www.universiteitleiden.nl/en/research/research-projects/
humanities/the-skandapurana-project#tab-1. Accessed January 8, 2020. Research for this paper
has been supported by the Dutch Research Council (project no. 360-63-110) and the European
Research Council (project no. 609823).

8 Open Access. © 2021 Peter C. Bisschop, published by De Gruyter. [(c) EZI=CCM This work is licensed
under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110674088-003
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going back to the early ninth century CE — has brought to the fore the intricate
layered history of Puranic text composition.> A textual tradition dating to the
sixth to seventh century and associated with the burgeoning Pasupata move-
ment, the Skandapurana advocates Siva devotion and provides a Saiva model for
viewing the cosmos and its affairs. It integrates all other deities into an overarch-
ing hierarchical structure in which Siva, paired with his devoted wife Parvati,
reigns supreme. Particularly striking in this regard is the text’s inclusion of exten-
sive new retellings of the myths of the three main manifestations of Visnu wor-
shiped around the time of the Gupta period: Narasimha, Varaha, and Vamana.”
While the incorporation and appropriation of narratives detailing the exploits
of Visnu’s manifestations in a Saiva text may hint at religious competition, the
Skandapurana’s engagement with these narratives first of all reflects a strategic
awareness of the cultural importance of these myths. In order to capture the audi-
ence’s attention, the authors of this new Purana had to engage with and address
the narratives and deities that mattered to their intended audience. In a similar
fashion, they had to find a way into the Mahabharata, which provided the refer-
ence frame of the Brahminic lore in which they were operating. They did so in the
very first chapter of the text, through the narrative frame describing the scene of
the “original” telling of the Skandapurana. In developing this frame, the authors of
the text connect the first narration of the Skandapurana to a central event in the
Mahabharata epic, namely the departure of Vyasa’s son Suka from this world. The
inclusion of this frame story is revealing, because with it, the authors not only

3 For a comprehensive study including the results of almost two decades of work on the criti-
cal edition, see Hans T. Bakker, The World of the Skandapurana. Northern India in the Sixth and
Seventh Centuries (Leiden: Brill, 2014).

4 Note, however, that they are not called avatara in the text. See introduction to SP 1V, 6. As was
first observed by Phyllis Granoff, the Skandapurana introduces a significant new element to
Visnu’s demon-slaying manifestations: the god’s attachment to the form he has taken on after he
has killed the demon. The Skandapurana raises the critical question of what happens to Visnu’s
demon-slaying manifestation after he has done the job. The Narasimha episode, for example,
shows him to be attached to his new man-lion form and Siva, as the supreme God, has to inter-
vene to make him return to his original form. Visnu is assigned the task of slaying demons, while
Siva creates the circumstances that allow him to resume his true form afterwards. Siva thus be-
comes the true savior — of both the gods, who need Visnu to return to his original form, and Visnu
himself, who is not able to revert to his true form on his own. See Phyllis Granoff, “Saving the
Saviour: Siva and the Vaisnava Avataras in the Early Skandapurana,” in Origin and Growth of the
Puranic Text Corpus. With Special Reference to the Skandapurana, ed. Hans T. Bakker, Papers of
the 12th World Sanskrit Conference 3.2 (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 2004), 111-138. The
Skandapurana’s treatment of Visnu’s three main manifestations forms the subject of the PhD proj-
ect “Counter-Narratives: Parallel Themes in Vaisnava and Saiva Mythology,” undertaken by Sanne
Mersch at Leiden University.
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engaged with and responded directly to the authority of the great Sanskrit epic
but, as I will argue, ultimately tried to surpass it.

1 The Introduction of Vyasa in the Opening
Chapter of the Skandapurana

While Vyasa is well known as the composer and narrator of the Mahabharata - a
character who, at the same time, plays a key role in the epic “behind the scenes™ —
his position in the Skandapurana is reversed. No longer the all-knowing narrator, in
the Skandapurana Vyasa is the pupil of Sanatkumara, the first-born son of Brahma.
In this case it is Vyasa who asks the questions, while Sanatkumara provides the
answers.

From the very start, the Skandapurana recognizes the authority of the
Mahabharata: when the sages are assembled in Prayaga to bathe in the confluence
of the Ganga and the Yamuna, they ask the Singer of Ancient Lore (pauranika
stita) to tell them about “the birth of the wise Karttikeya, which equals the story of
the Bharata (Mahabharata) and surpasses the Purana.”®

The unnamed sita starts by describing the scene of the original setting of
the first narration of the birth of Skanda-Karttikeya:

“After the noble Suka had gone to the supreme station because of his desire for release,
Vyasa, tormented by grief for his son, saw Tryambaka (Siva). Having seen the Great Lord,
his pain disappeared.

“Then, while roaming the worlds, the sage (Vyasa), the son of Satyavati, saw
Sanatkumara, the first-born son of Brahma, granter of boons, furnished with yogic
power, on the peak of Mt. Meru, standing there like fire, in his vimana which was brilliant
like the sun, surrounded by noble sages who were perfected in yoga, furnished with ascetic
power and masters of all sciences; he looked like the four-headed god (Brahma).

“After Vyasa had seen that very great being, the sage, dwelling there like the Grandfather
(Brahma) in person, he praised him with the highest devotion.

5 Cf. Alf Hiltebeitel, Rethinking the Mahabharata. A Reader’s Guide to the Education of the
Dharma King (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2001), 32-91, and, for a critique of the same,
James L. Fitzgerald, “The Many Voices of the Mahabharata,” Journal of the American Oriental
Society 123, no. 4 (2003): 815-817.

6 SP1.11:

bharatakhyanasadrsam puranad yad visisyate |
tat tva prcchama vai janma karttikeyasya dhimatah ||
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“Then the son of Brahma (Sanatkumara), embraced with affection the very mighty Vyasa,
who had approached, and he delivered an auspicious speech.

““You have arrived, o knower of Dharma, by good fortune, freed from sorrow because of
the grace of Paramesvara. Ask and I will tell you!”””

In response to Sanatkumara’s offer, Vyasa asks him about something that has
long bothered him: how is it possible that Skanda (Kumara/Karttikeya) can be
the son of Rudra and of Vahni, of Ganga, Uma, Svaha, Suparni, and the
Mothers, as well as of the Krttikas?® This question is remarkable, because it is
after all Vyasa himself who has given us at least three different accounts of
Skanda’s birth in his own Mahabharata.’ Sanatkumara promises to tell it all,
and this promise initiates the telling of the Skandapurana.

7 SP1.15-22:

mumuksaya param sthanam yate Subhamahatmani |
sutasokabhisamtapto vyasas tryambakam aiksata ||
drstvaiva sa mahesanam vyaso ’bhud vigatavyathah |
vicaran sa tada lokan munih satyavatisutah |/
merusrrige ’tha dadr$e brahmanah sutam agrajam |
sanatkumadram varadam yogai$varyasamanvitam ||
vimdne ravisamkase tisthantam analaprabham |
munibhir yogasamsiddhais tapoyuktair mahatmabhih ||
vedavedangatattvajiiaih sarvadharmagamanvitaih |
sakalavaptavidyais tu caturvaktram ivavrtam ||

drstva tam sumahatmanam vyaso munim athasthitam |
vavande paraya bhaktya saksad iva pitamaham |/
brahmastinur atha vyasam samaydatam mahaujasam |
parisvajya param premna provaca vacanam Subham ||
distya tvam asi dharmajfia prasadat paramesvarat |
apeta$okah sampraptah prcchasva pravadamy aham ||

8 SP1.24-26:

kumarasya katham janma karttikeyasya dhimatah |
kimnimittam kuto vasya icchamy etad dhi veditum ||
katham rudrasutas casau vahnigangasutah katham |
umayas tanayas caiva svahayas ca katham punah |
suparnyas catha matfnam krttikanam katham ca sah ||
kas casau purvam utpannah kimtapah kas ca vikramah |
bhutasammohanam hy etat kathayasva yathatatham ||

9 For the various and conflicting birth stories in the Mahabharata, see Richard Mann, The
Rise of Mahasena. The Transformation of Skanda-Karttikeya in North India from the Kusana to
Gupta Empires (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 18-21, 79-100.
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This frame narrative is significant in several respects. First of all, it shows that
the text engages strategically with a key event of the great epic. It concerns an epi-
sode that, from the perspective of its supposed author, Vyasa, is one of the most
troubling of all: his son’s departure from this world in his quest for liberation
(moksa). Seen in this light, it is not so surprising that Vyasa should ask about the
miraculous birth of another son, Skanda, since his own son is still on his mind.*°
While Vyasa, being the archetypical composer of Brahminic lore, is traditionally
credited with many compositions, including the Veda, the Mahabharata, and the
Puranas," on this occasion he is presented in an opposite role, as the dedicated

10 It is even possible to establish a link between Vyasa’s questions at the start of the
Skandapurana (SP 1.24-26, cited above) and those of Yudhisthira to Bhisma at the start of the
Suka episode of the Mahabharata (MBh 12.310.1-5), which likewise center around the mystery
of his birth:

katham vyasasya dharmatma Suko jajiie mahatapah |
siddhim ca paramam praptas tan me brihi pitamaha ||
kasyam cotpadayam asa Sukam vyasas tapodhanah |

na hy asya jananim vidma janma cagryam mahatmanah ||
katham ca balasya satah suksmajiiane gata matih |

yatha nanyasya loke ’smin dvitiyasyeha kasya cit |/

etad icchamy aham $rotum vistarena mahadyute |

na hi me trptir astiha $rnvato ’mrtam uttamam ||
mahatmyam atmayogam ca vijianam ca Sukasya ha |
yathavad anupiirvyena tan me brithi pitamaha |/

As James Fitzgerald has pointed out to me (personal communication), both sons (Suka and
Skanda) share a similar kind of conception: Suka is born from the seed of Vyasa spilled on the
fire sticks (see below) and Skanda is born from the seed of Siva ejected into the fire (Agni).

11 Cf. Bruce Sullivan, Krsna Dvaipayana Vyasa and the Mahabharata: A New Interpretation
(Leiden: Brill, 1990), 1; also Ludo Rocher, The Puranas, A History of Indian Literature 2.3
(Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1986), 45-48, on Vyasa as the composer of the “Puranasamhita.” For
Vyasa’s own pedigree, see Giorgio Bonazolli, “Puranic Parampara,” Purana 22 (1980): 33—-60. His
table I (pp. 36-39) indicates that the majority of the Puranas follow a tripartite scheme: Brahma >
sage (e.g. Vasistha, Sanatkumara, or Narada) > Vyasa.

The name Vyasa, as is well known, means “arranger,” hinting at his role as a “transmitter”
or “tradent” of Brahminic lore. For the term “tradent,” used by scholars of Jewish rabbinic litera-
ture to refer to the “noncreative” role of the Rabbinic sages in the transmission of rabbinic litera-
ture, see Martin S. Jaffee, “Rabbinic Authorship as a Collective Enterprise,” in The Cambridge
Companion to the Talmud and Rabbinic Literature, eds. Charlotte Elisheva Fonrobert and Martins
S. Jaffee (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 17-37. On this role of Vyasa, see Peter
C. Bisschop, “Vyasa’s Palimpsest: Tracking Processes of Transmission and Re-creation in
Anonymous Sanskrit Literature,” in Perspectives on Lived Religion: Practices — Transmission —
Landscape, eds. N. Starling, H. Twiston Davies, and L. Weiss (Leiden: Sidestone Press, 2019),
165-172.
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student of the mysterious figure of Sanatkumara, the first-born son of Brahma. I
argue that through the introduction of this frame narrative, the composers of the
Skandapurdana were aiming to rewrite the received Mahabharata tradition® and
present the audience with a higher perspective. By starting with a new and un-
known narrative that concerns the composer of the epic at his most vulnerable,
the Skandapurana authors added an additional layer of interpretation that, as we
shall see, turned Vyasa into a dedicated Pasupata adept.

To properly appreciate the significance of the Skandapurana’s adoption of
this frame story, we should first of all take a look at the relevant passage in the
Mahabharata, in which Suka departs from this world and Vyasa is left behind,
grieving for his son. The story is told in book 12 of the epic, the Santiparvan “The
Book of Peace.”” Vyasa had received Suka from Siva after performing austerities
on Mt. Meru. He had asked for a son who would be equal in power to the five
elements. The son is born when Vyasa sheds his semen on the sacrificial fire
sticks (arani) at the sight of the beautiful Apsaras Ghrtaci (MBh 12.310-311). Suka
first learns the moksadharma “Teachings on Liberation” from Vyasa, then from
king Janaka, and finally from Narada (MBh 12.312-319)."* In the end, Suka re-
solves to abandon his body and attain final liberation. A long description of his
ever-higher journey toward liberation follows, in which he identifies himself with
Brahman (MBh 12.319-320). Vyasa tries to follow him through yoga but he ends
up realizing that Suka has left him behind, after which he sits down in grief.”® At

12 By “Mahabharata tradition” I mean not only the text as we have it, but also the cultural
awareness that comes with it. This involves multiple sources: from commentaries, to perfor-
mance traditions, to material representations, as well as new compositions that refer to it,
such as - in the present case — the Skandapurana.

13 The story of Suka in the Mahabharata has been studied by a number of scholars, including
V.M. Bedekar, “The Story of Suka in the Mahabharata and the Puranas: A Comparative
Study,” Purana 7 (1965): 87-127; C. MacKenzie Brown, “Modes of Perfected Living in the
Mahabharata and the Puranas: The Different Faces of Suka the Renouncer,” in Living
Liberation in Hindu Thought, eds. Andrew O. Fort and Patricia Y. Mumme (Albany: State
University of New York Press, 1996), 157-183; David Shulman, The Hungry God. Hindu Tales of
Filicide and Devotion (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993), 108-146; and Hiltebeitel,
Rethinking the Mahabharata, 278-322.

14 In the light of the Skandapurana’s account, it is noteworthy that Narada first of all refers to
the teachings on renunciation and liberation as they were taught by Sanatkumara (MBh
12.316.5-19).

15 MBh 12.320.27:

mahimdanam tu tam drstva putrasyamitatejasah |
nisasada giriprasthe putram evanucintayan ||
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this moment, Siva appears before him to console him (MBh 12.320.31-37). The com-
pound used to express Vyasa’s state of mind, putrasokabhisamtapta (“tormented
by grief for his son,” MBh 12.320.32c), is almost identical to that used by the
Skandapurana to describe the very same moment (sutasokabhisamtapta, SP 1.15c).
It functions as a clear marker linking the two texts. Siva reminds Vyasa that he
had given him a son who would master the elements, in accordance with Vyasa’s
own request. His son has won eternal fame. To console Vyasa, he gives him Suka
in the form of a shadow as his constant companion.'®

2 The Bhagavata Character of the Mahabharata

At this point, we need to ask the question: why did the authors of the Skandapurana
select this particular episode to frame the original narration of the Skandapurana? 1
can see at least three reasons, which are, to a certain extent, all connected.

First of all, the position of the Mahabharata as the founding epic of Sanskrit
culture is undeniable. For new compositions to gain a mark of authority, it was thus
good strategy to connect themselves in one way or another with events narrated in
the great epic. The specific episode selected by the authors of the Skandapurana
is particularly fitting because it concerns one of the most moving moments in the
life of the author of the text, namely his son’s departure for moksa. To claim the
authority of the epic, what better episode than this one, in which the author him-
self is distraught at his son’s reaching the final state? It perfectly captures the
conflict between the ideals of action (pravrtti) and withdrawal (nivrtti) that are at
the heart of the epic. Moreover, the episode has a Saiva connection, because
Vyasa had received his son from Siva after practicing intense asceticism. This
motif paved the way for linking it to the Saiva Purana about to be told.

A second reason, I argue, has to do with the Bhagavata character of the
Mahabharata.” While the epic may not have started out as a religious document,
it had been infused with a Krsna and Narayana theology by the time of its written
Gupta redaction, which is what most scholars see as the form of the text as we

16 MBh12.320.37:

chayam svaputrasadr$im sarvato’napagam sada |
draksyase tvam ca loke ’smin matprasadan mahamune ||

17 1 use the term “Bhagavata” in a general sense to refer to early traditions of Visnu worship.
Cf. Gérard Colas, “Bhagavatas,” in Brill’s Encyclopedia of Hindusim, vol. 3, eds. Knut Jacobsen
et al. (Leiden: Brill, 2011), 295-301.
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find it more or less represented in the main text of the Poona critical edition.'®
This Bhagavata character is particularly evident in the teachings of the
Bhagavadgita (MBh 6.23-40) just before the start of the central battle, as well as
various other Krsna-, Visnu- and Narayana-related teachings strategically placed
across different parts of the epic, but in particular in the — undeniably sectarian —
Narayaniyaparvan (MBh 12.321-339)." It may be precisely because of the inser-
tion of Narayana theology that many manuscripts of the individual books of the
epic start with the celebrated marigala invocation of Nara and Narayana:

narayanam namaskrtya naram caiva narottamam |
devim sarasvatim caiva tato jayam udirayet I

18 For a general overview, see James L. Fitzgerald, “Mahabharata,” in Brill’s Encyclopedia of
Hinduism, vol. 2, eds. Knut Jacobsen et al. (Leiden: Brill, 2010): 72-94. Cf. his characterization
of the epic (p. 92): “The text of the Mahabharata at the close of the Gupta era describes a par-
ticular episode of world history at a particular juncture of the flow of time in the cosmos, one
of the occasional severe crises that arise in terrestrial affairs and call for apocalyptic divine
sanction - god’s descending in disguised form into terrestrial affairs and marshalling divine
and human forces against demonic energies that harm the fundamental welfare of all souls in
the universe. In this text’s teachings, solace and hope are offered to all weary souls by show-
ing that all things are centered upon the reality and activity of the god Narayana-Visnu, who
presides over the creation, sustenance, and then destruction of the universe against the tab-
leaux of the vast movements of time that are now seen.” See also John Brockington, The
Sanskrit Epics (Brill: Leiden, 1998), 256-302.

19 Reinhold Griinendahl characterizes the overall incorporation of a Narayana scheme in the
final redaction of the Mahabharata as follows: “Die Narayana-Theologie des Narayaniya und
das ihr zuzuordnende Ideenprofil manifestieren sich an diversen, iiber das Mahabharata ver-
teilten Stellen, die zusammen eine Art Rahmen bilden. Mittels dieses Rahmens hat die in ihm
sich artikulierende Schule der »epischen Paficaratrins« ihre theologischen Vorstellungen of-
fenbar planmifBig in das Mahabharata integriert [. . .] und dem Epos als Ganzes damit zu-
gleich ihre unverwechselbares Geprédge gegeben.” See Reinhold Griinendahl, “Zur Stellung
des Narayaniya im Mahabharata,” in Nardyaniya-Studien, ed. Peter Schreiner (Wiesbaden:
Harrassowitz, 1997), 197-240; also Reinhold Griinendahl, “On the Frame Structure and
‘Sacrifice Concept’ in the Narayaniya and Tirthayatra Sections of the Mahabharata, and the
Craft of Citation,” Zeitschrift der Morgenldndischen Gesellschaft 152, no. 2 (2002): 309-340. This
is not to deny that the Mahabharata contains teachings involving Siva as well, but when it
comes to the epic’s overarching model, it is clearly centered around Krsna-Visnu-Narayana.
The Anusasanaparvan in particular has a number of significant Saiva episodes. For a structural
study of Siva in the Mahabharata, see Jacques Scheuer, Siva dans le Mahabharata (Paris:
Presses Universitaires de France, 1982); also Peter C. Bisschop, “Siva,” in Brill’s Encyclopedia
of Hinduism, vol. 1, eds. Knut Jacobsen et al. (Leiden: Brill, 2009), 744-746.

20 On the other hand, as observed by V. S. Sukthankar in the prolegomena to the edition of the
Adiparvan (p. iii), this stanza is missing from the Southern manuscripts. See also Sylvain Lévi,
“Tato jayam udirayet,” trans. L. G. Khare, Annals of the Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute 1,
no. 1(1918-19): 13-20. No less important than the specific form of the epic after its Gupta redaction
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“Honour first Narayana, and Nara, the most excellent of men; honour too Sarasvati the
goddess; then proclaim the Tale of Victory!”*

A text like the Skandapurana, which advocates a Saiva perspective, would have
been confronted with this situation and have to address it in one way or another.
In this connection, it seems significant that the Suka episode of the Mahabharata
(12.310-320) precedes exactly the teachings of the Narayaniyaparvan (MBh
12.321-339). We have seen how the Suka episode forms the starting point for
the telling of the Purana. In the chapters that follow, in fact, some of the cen-
tral doctrines concerning Rudra in the Narayaniya are taken up, but their mes-
sage is turned around. This concerns in particular the teaching that Brahma
is the father of Rudra, which is a doctrine characteristic of the Narayaniya, but
spectacularly overturned by the account of creation given in the Skandapurana.
Chapter 3 of the Skandapurana tells how Brahma was born in the Cosmic Egg and
in his ignorance did not realize that he had a father. Thinking himself to be alone
at the beginning of time, he hears a voice addressing him with the words “son,
son!” (putra putra), which turns out to be that of Siva. Brahma takes refuge with
Siva, who grants him the position of demiurge and ruler over the worlds.?
Various other elements in the Skandapurana likewise show that the authors of

is the question to what extent the transmission and control of the Mahabharata may have been in
the hands of Bhagavata communities. The marigala verse of the Northern manuscripts certainly
points in such a direction. The inclusion and general acceptance of the Harivamsa, treating
of the life of Krsna, as an appendix (khila) to the Mahabharata suggests a Bhagavata-
dominated environment of Mahabharata transmission as well. For the status of the Harivamsa as
an “appendix” to the Mahabharata, see André Couture, “The Harivam$a: a Supplement to the
Mahabharata,” Journal of Vaishnava Studies 4, no. 3 (1996): 127-138; Freda Matchett, “The
Harivamsa: Supplement to the Mahabharata and Independent Text,” Journal of Vaishnava Studies
4, no. 3 (1996): 139-150.

21 Trans. Smith, The Mahabharata.

22 SP3.4-7:

purd brahma prajadhyaksah ande ’smin samprasiyate |
so ’jiianat pitaram brahma na veda tamasavrtah ||

aham eka iti jiiatva sarvaml lokan avaiksata |

na capasyata tatranyam tapoyogabalanvitah ||

putra putreti capy ukto brahma Sarvena dhimata |
pranatah prafijalir bhutva tam eva Saranam gatah |/

sa dattva brahmane $ambhuh srastrtvam jrianasamhitam |
vibhutvam caiva lokanam antardhe parame$varah ||
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the text were familiar with and opposed to the teachings of the Narayaniya.” By
putting the narrative frame in relation to the Suka episode that directly precedes
the Narayaniya, the authors were able to take control of the epic’s religious
teachings and bring in their own Saiva perspective.?

A final reason for selecting this episode to frame the Saiva teachings of the
Skandapurana is connected to the nature of the subject. The Suka episode cen-
ters around the ideal of moksa, final liberation, realized by renunciation of life
in total. Suka is the quintessential yogin and renouncer. The Narayaniya, which
follows upon the story of Suka, teaches that devotion to lord Narayana is the
means of bhakti to achieve the same goal. The Skandapurana, aside from being
a foundational work that integrates Saiva- and non-Saiva mythology in a com-
prehensive manner, also teaches a theology and a corresponding path toward
liberation. This path centers around the Pasupata ideal of union with Siva
(S$ivasayujya) reached through complete devotion (bhakti) to Siva. As such, the
way of moksa turns out to be the final teaching of the Skandapurana as well.
And it is this Pasupata path to liberation that is ultimately taught to Vyasa, the
father who has lost his own son in the quest for final liberation. To understand
how this links up with the narrative frame of the Skandapurana, we now have
to leave aside the main body of the work and turn to the conclusion of the text.

3 Vyasa the Pasupata

The final ten chapters of the Skandapurana are dedicated to the teaching of
Pasupata yoga.” Ultimately, this yoga involves a practice of what is called utkranti
(“proceeding upwards,” “stepping out,” or “yogic suicide,” as it is sometimes

23 The relations between the Narayaniya and the Skandapurana are addressed in my forth-
coming study: “Rudra-Siva in the Narayaniya and the Rejoinder of the Skandapurana,” in The
Narayaniya: Reconsidering an Epic and Its Contexts, eds. Robert Leach and Angelika Malinar.
24 On the connection between the Nardyaniya and the Suka episode, see Alf Hiltebeitel,
“Moksa and Dharma in the Moksadharma,” Journal of Indian Philosophy 45 (2017): 749-766.

25 For the Skandapurana’s connections with the PaSupata movement, see Peter C. Bisschop,
Eary Saivism and the Skandapurana. Sects and Centres (Groningen: Egbert Forsten, 2006),
37-50; Bakker, The World of the Skandapurana, 137-153; and Elizabeth A. Cecil, “Mapping the
PaSupata Landscape: Narrative, Tradition, and the Geographic Imaginary,” The Journal of
Hindu Studies 11, no. 3 (2018): 285-303. Although the last ten chapters as a whole may be re-
ferred to as “PaSupatayogavidhi,” the text also addresses and criticizes the rival system of
Samkhya-Yoga. The Pasupata teaching proper starts at SPgy, 180.
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referred t0).?® “Suicide” brings with it a whole set of Western ideas that are not
applicable; I therefore prefer to refer to utkranti as “liberational death.” It is a way
of taking control of death, which awaits us all, and turning it into the key to
liberation.

The practice is described in detail in the text’s penultimate chapter (SPgy
182); it is performed through a process of actively blocking the breath and push-
ing it upwards through the cranium. This voluntary death brings about final
liberation through merging with Siva (SPgy, 179.46-47ab):

sadaivam dhyayato® vyasa tad ai$varyam pravartate |
yena sadvim$akam buddhva hrdayastham mahesvaram ||
svecchaya svatanum tyaktva tasminn eva praliyate |

“As one constantly meditates like this, Vyasa, that lordship comes about, through which,
after realizing the twenty-sixth [principle], Mahe$vara, who resides in the heart, [and]
abandoning one’s own body according to one’s own will, one is absorbed in Him [i.e.
Mahesvara).”

The practice is the preserve of the Pasupata yogins who, during life, abide by
the regime of the PaSupata observance of bathing in ashes (SPg;, 182.53):

evam pasupata vipra niskalam tam maheSvaram |
yogad aviSya mucyante punarjanmavivarjitah ||

“In this way the Pasupata brahmins are released, freed from rebirth, after reaching the
undivided Maheévara through yoga.”

In several respects, one may argue, the practice of utkranti forms the counter-
part of the yogic ideal of retreat from bodily existence that was realized by the
renunciant Suka. For example, in SPg;, 181.29-30d, it is said:

nirmama yogavidusah $amkaravratam asthitah |
gacchanti svatanum tyaktva hitva mayam param padam ||

“The knowers of yoga, free from possession, abiding by the observance of Samkara, reach
the supreme state, after abandoning the body, leaving behind material existence.”

26 On utkranti in the context of traditions of yoga, see Peter Schreiner, “Yoga — Lebenshilfe
oder Sterbetechnik?” in Hinduismus-Reader, ed. Angelika Malinar (G6ttingen: Vandenhoeck &
Ruprecht, 2009), 137-148; David Gordon White, “Utkranti: From Epic Warrior’s Apotheosis to
Tantric Yogi’s Suicide,” in Release from Life — Release in Life. Indian Perspectives on Individual
Liberation, ed. Andreas Bigger et al. (Bern: Peter Lang, 2010), 291-302; and James Mallinson
and Mark Singleton, Roots of Yoga (London: Penguin, 2017), s.v. “yogic suicide (utkranti).”

27 Corrected. Bhattaral’s edition reads dhyayato. All of the following quotations from the final
ten chapters of the text refer to the editio princeps of Bhattarai (SPg;,).
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This recalls Suka’s reaching of the highest state after giving up his body.
Sanatkumara indeed refers to the practice as “voluntary renunciation of the
body” (svacchandatanusamtyaga, SPg;, 182.26a). The main difference, of course,
is that Suka did not take up the Pasupata observance taught here, but followed
his own path of yoga.

Although the PaSupata yoga is described in these last chapters in a more or
less general way, at several key moments in the instruction, Sanatkumara ad-
dresses his teaching to Vyasa personally, who affirms that he has understood it.
The two share a guru-Sisya relationship, as is made explicit for example in SPg;,
182.9:

evamuktah sa Sisyena vydasena sumahatmand |
kathayamasa viprendrah SivasiddhantaniScayam ||

“Thus addressed by his pupil, the very noble Vyasa, the chief of brahmins (Sanatkumara)
explained the ascertainment of the dogma of Siva.”

And in SPgy, 182.50, Sanatkumara emphatically instructs Vyasa to practice the
Pasupata observance himself:

sa tvam vyasa mahabuddhe caran pasupatam vratam |
mahadevaparo bhiitva jianam etad avapnuhi |/

“You, Vyasa, very intelligent one, must practise the Paupata observance. Having become
dedicated to Mahadeva, you will attain this knowledge.”

It is worth taking a moment to step back and reflect on the implications of the
bold move expressed here; for with it, the composers of the Skandapurana have
managed to turn the celebrated author of the epic Mahabharata into a dedi-
cated PaSupata ascetic.

The same is restated once more, in even stronger terms, in the text’s final
chapter (SPgy, 183.53ff.). Here Sanatkumara once again confirms that he has taught
him the supreme yoga and that Vyasa will attain the highest liberation after realiz-
ing the supreme lord. In this connection, he adds several prophesies about Vyasa
as well: he will become a yogin, he will compose the Purana, he will divide the
Veda into four, he will institute the Dharmas, and finally, he will attain absorption
in Iévara (SPgy, 183.59¢-60b):

bhasmavratam ca samprapya pasupasavimocanam ||
Samkarajfianasampannah iSvare layam apsyasi |

“After completing the ash-observance, which releases from the bondage of a bound soul, you
will attain absorption in the lord, being endowed with the knowledge of Samkara.”
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Several of these prophesies, such as his composition of the Purana and his divi-
sion of the four Vedas, fit with what we know about Vyasa from other sources,
but the notion that he achieves salvation through Pasupata yoga is unique to
the text and introduces a radically new perspective. It reorients the audience’s
perception of the identity of the author of the great epic.

The passage concludes as follows (SPg;, 183.60cd—62):

evamuktah sa viprendro hrstasarvataniruhah |/
upasadya munindram tam bhasmasamskaram aptavan |
tatksanac casya yogo ’sau pradurbhiito mahamuneh |/
abhivadya gurum vyaso brahmasinum mahaujasam |
Sarvayatanaviksartham vicacara mahitale ||

“Thus addressed, that best of brahmins (Vyasa), with all his hair bristling with joy, ap-
proached the supreme sage and received the consecration with ashes; at that moment that
yoga appeared to the great sage. After Vyasa had saluted his preceptor, the son of Brahma,
of great might, he roamed the earth to see the abodes of Samkara.”

These verses contain significant initiatory terminology, such as “consecration
with ashes” (bhasmasamskara) and “preceptor” (guru), once again indicative of
the guru-Sisya relationship between the two, and leave no doubt that Vyasa is
being initiated in the Pasupata observance by Sanatkumara. The latter is thus
not only the narrator of the Purana’s stories, but ultimately his spiritual guide,
a Pasupata teacher who directs Vyasa on the Pasupata path to liberation.?®

4 The Mahabharata’s Cultural Hegemony
and What It Meant for Subsequent
Compositions

Having shown how the authors of the Skandapurana capitalized on the
Mahabharata epic by turning its composer into a dedicated student of
Sanatkumara and, ultimately, a PaSupata liberation-seeker, I want to conclude
with a few observations on the position of the Mahabharata in the wake of the

28 As for Sanatkumara’s adhikara to do so, in SP 175.35-36, Sanatkumara tells Vyasa that he re-
ceived instruction in Pasupata yoga from Siva himself, which qualifies him as a Pasupata teacher:

yadaham devadevena svayam eva jagatsrja/
svayogam Sambhund vatsa grahito gatasamSayah||
tada sadvim$akam tattvam jhiatva sarvagam iSvaram|
vimukto yogasamsiddho "ham mohavivarjitah|/
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Gupta period. In particular, I would like to raise the question to what extent its
final Bhagavata orientation may have affected the form and narration of subse-
quent compositions by different Brahminic religious communities, specifically
the works of professed Vaisnava and Saiva identification. Naturally, this is a
huge topic that I cannot address here in all its detail, but I do think it deserves
more attention than it has received so far.

A good starting point for comparison is the composition of a new class of
literature dedicated to the rituals, activities, and attitudes of devotion to be
adopted by worshippers of Visnu and Siva, composed in the centuries after the
completion of the Mahabharata. For this, we have the Visnudharma on the one
hand and the Sivadharma (or Sivadharmasastra) on the other. While the precise
dates of these texts remain open for discussion, there can be no doubt that both
of them are postepic compositions.?

The Visnudharma emphatically styles itself as a direct continuation of the
Mahabharata epic. This can already be seen from its opening verse, which — after
the Bhagavata mantra om namo bhagavate vasudevaya “Om, homage to the
Blessed Vasudeva!” — commences with the same benedictory verse invoking Nara
and Narayana that also heads manuscripts of the Mahabharata>® The second
verse of the text is identical to the final verse of the entire Mahabharata, asking
the rhetorical question: “he who learns the Bharata, what need has he of sprin-
kling with the waters of Puskara?”>' By starting the work with a combination of
the opening and concluding verse of the Mahabharata, the Visnudharma presents
itself as a direct continuation of the epic. These verses can be seen as further
markers of the Bhagavata-controlled transmission of the Mahabharata at the time.

29 The Visnudharma has been edited by Reinhold Griinendahl, Visnudharmah. Precepts for the
Worship of Visnu, 3 vols. (Wieshaden: Harrassowitz, 1983-1989). The study of the Sivadharmasastra
has been taken up only relatively recently. For an introductory survey, with references to recent
editions and studies, see Peter C. Bisschop, Universal Saivism. The Appeasement of All Gods and
Powers in the Santyadhyaya of the Sivadharmasastra (Leiden: Brill, 2018), 1-27.

30 The same verse also appears at the beginning of several Puranas, as well as the Harivamsa,
which thus likewise present themselves as continuations of the Mahabharata.

31 MBh 18.5.54 (also MBh 1.2.242):

dvaipayanausthaputanihsrtam aprameyam, punyam pavitram atha papaharam Sivam (ViDh:
Subham) ca |
yo bharatam samadhigacchati vacyamanam, kim tasya puskarajalair abhisecanena ||

On this verse, see James Hegarty, “What Need Has He of the Waters of Puskara? The Narrative
Construction of tirtha in the Sanskrit Mahabharata,” in Battle, Bards and Brahmins, ed. John
Brockington, Papers of the 13th World Sanskrit Conference 2 (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass,
2012): 129-156.
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The same strategy is continued in the frame narrative of the Visnudharma. The
chief narrator of the text is Saunaka, who plays a key role in the outermost narra-
tive frame of the Mahabharata’s elaborate frame structure. The text commences
with the visit of Saunaka and other sages to Satanika, the son of Janamejaya, fol-
lowing his royal consecration. This setting once again evokes the Mahabharata,
for it was at Janamejaya’s snake sacrifice that Vyasa’s Mahabhdrata was told by
Vaiséampayana and heard by Ugrasravas.> Satanika requests Saunaka to tell him
about Narayana, referring to the fact that his ancestors had regained their kingdom
by turning to Narayana, and that Narayana had saved the life of his stillborn
grandfather Pariksit.® In other words, the Visnudharma emphatically places itself
in direct relation to the Mahabharata and, more importantly, presents the epic as a
history in which the protagonists were ultimately successful because of their devo-
tion to Narayana. This further fuels the Bhagavata perspective of the epic.
Furthermore, the teachings of the Visnudharma themselves have much in common
with those of the Narayaniyaparvan of the Mahabharata.>*

If we turn to the narrative frame of the Sivadharma, however, the model is rad-
ically different. In a situation in which the canon of the Mahabharata was in the
hands of the Bhagavatas, which allowed little room for the upcoming Saiva tradi-
tions to claim their place, the Sivadharma adopted a model that overruled anything
that had been taught before, for the teaching of the Sivadharma is fundamentally
presented as the teaching of god Siva himself. He is, in other words, both subject

32 When the sages headed by Saunaka perform a twelve-year sacrifice in the Naimisa forest, the
stita UgraSravas appears and tells the sages about how he attended the snake sacrifice of
Janamejaya, where he heard the Mahabharata composed by Vyasa being recited by VaiSampayana.
33 Visnudharma 1.1-6:

krtabhisekam tanayam rajfiah pariksitasya (corr.; pariksitasya Ed.) ha |
drastum abhyayayuh pritya Saunakadya maharsayah ||
tan agatan sa rajarsih padarghyadibhir arcitan |
sukhopavistan visrantan krtasamprasnasatkathan ||
tatkathabhih krtahladah pranipatya krtarjalih |
Sataniko ’tha papraccha narayanakatham param |/
rajovaca:

yam asritya jaganndatham mama purvapitamahah |
vipaksapahrtam rajyam avapuh purusottamah |/
draunibrahmastranirdagdho mama yena pitamahah |
pariksit pranasamyogam devadevena lambhitah |/
tasya devasya mahatmyam Srutam subahu$o maya |
devarsisiddhamanujaih stutasyasesajanmanah |/

The story of the resurrection of Pariksit is told in MBh 14.65-70.
34 See Griinendahl, “Zur Stellung des Narayaniya im Mahabharata,” 234-235.
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and object of the teaching, just like Krsna in the Bhagavadgita. The Sivadharma
is presented in its opening chapter as a dialogue between Nandike$vara and
Sanatkumara (and other sages) on Mt. Meru, but Nandike$vara tells Sanatkumara
that it was Siva himself who had originally revealed the teaching of his own
worship to Parvati, Skanda, Nandike$vara, and other gods.35 The text ends
with an account of how the teaching came to the human world, stating that
Sanatkumara passed the teaching onto “a Saiva devotee of the Candratreya
l