32 Maren Bellwinkel-Schempp

intrinsic part of the Dalit movement; in Candravar this is absent. Buddhism
is not amalgamated with Sant Dharm, ag.in Kanpur among the educated Siv
Narayanis. In Candravar Dham, Buddhism is considered to be a social
gospel, not a path to salvation.

The shifting meanings of a textual tradition within the realm of an
oral tradition are obvious. Although the Gurii anyas does not mention caste
at all, there is general agreement, that Svami Siv Narayan.was born to abolish
caste. This is paradoxical insofar as even within the. Siv Narayan
sampradaya, there was neither-connubium nor commensality between the
different jatis. They only partook in the communion, the mohanbhog, of the
sect.
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Questioning the Tropes about ‘Bhakti’ and ‘Riti’
in Hindi Literary Historiography

Allison Busch

'Early Indidn Spirituality' versus 'Late Courtly Decadence'

THis articlé' probes the stigma that has come to be attached to Brajbhasha
poets from the riti period of Hindi'literature, and the frequent (but frequently
unwarrantéd) gulf in chtlcal esteem that' separates the treatment of bhakti
and-titi ‘literature in modetn’Hindi scholarship. I begin by briefly surveying
the“"ugmal concepﬁon behind the terms bhaktikal (period of devotion) and
rifikal (perlod of hlgh styl’e) as they cl;ysfalhzed in Hindi literary historio-
giaphy; querylhg whether tHe founddtional poetlc pr1n01ples that these terms
purport to encapsulate are reliable indexes of B‘rajbhasha textual history. The
standatd natratives about bliakfl and riti that have become enfrenched in the
field o'f Hindi studids’ recapliu’late a hmmber of colomal perlod tropes about
IndiAfi spmtuahty and’ ¢dirtly deca(fence and their survival long into the.
post:colbrial perlod‘h'a‘s riot attracted the crlhque it merits. 1 am hardly the
fir'st: person td’ reglster dlscontent w1tf1 the concepts of bhaktz and riti as
prlmzify orgamzlng categorles for 'medieval’ Hindi 11terature Recently a
nuimbér ‘of’ W’estem; scholars have stressed the overlappmg bhakti and riti
personas’ of sonie promment ‘seventeenth- and eighteenth- century ‘poets, and
hete'l w111‘be addmg my vojce f‘o this emergmg chorus with reference to the
htérary tofiles' of ‘even “earlier” poets like sznudas (f1.1435), Krparam
(154 l}AN’andgas (f1.1570) and’ Kesavdas (fl. 1600), features of whose work
challehge ’the véry idea of 11terary hlstorys traditional bhakt; riti dividing
lmé F 'I'l‘ge terms bhakn and rifi have also, been the object of occasional

scrutmy bx a rar{xge ?f i—Imdl critics, who have occas10nally proposed alter-
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1. “Foi~ the‘ﬂnseparabxhtynof bhakti and: rititih the-work-of Biharilak (bt early 1600s) see

Ruperti§ne]l,Bhaktisversds Riti% The Satsai of Biharilal;* Journal of Vaishnava Studies 3.1

(1994), pp. 153-70. New work by Imre Bangha, 'Lover and Saint: The Early History of
Anandghan's Reputation,” Jowrnal of the Royal Asiatic Society 11.2 (2001), pp. 175-90, and

Heidi Pauwels, 'Romancing Radha: Nagaridas' Royal Appropriations of Bhakti Themes,’

South Asia Research 25.1 (2005), pp. 55-78, on Anandghan and Nagaridas respéctively, has-
encouraged a more complex analysis-bf bhakti-and riti, teditig to view them as choices in a

repertory.of pdetic’voices tather than'fixed idertities.



34 Allison Busch

natives for naming and periodizing the principal constituents of the Hindi
corpus.” But these relatively minor adjistments do not go far enough in
correcting the slant of the core ideological orientations that underpinned the
creation of the categories in the first places, and’ my purpose here is to
intensify this corrective process.

The question I am raising about the validity of these literary-
historical categories is no simple matter of nomenclature. To query the logic
behind the categories bhakti and riti is simultaneously to engage a larger set
of intellectual concerns about how India's precolonial literary past has been
viewed and represented over the last two hundred years: what is valued
(religious literature), and what is not (courtly literature), why this should be
the case—particularly when it is not clear that watertight binaries like
'religious’ and ‘courtly' literature were invariably meaningful to premodern
Hindi poets—and who has historically been empowered to decide such
matters. For it's hardly news to declare that literary values are not naturally-
existing universals but paxt of culturally-constructed interpretive regimes,
which, under conditions of colonialism, generally enforced particular
ideologies about ‘native' literary modes or, under conditions of nationalism,
demanded acute selectivity about the literary motifs that could be allowed to
represent the modern Indian state.

There is not much about either colonial regimes or nationalistic
projects that is conducive to an unproblematic appraisal of a reéibp's cultural
heritage. In the unequal interpretive milieu of late nineteenth-century India
the literary prejudices of the British were often accepted without sufficient
debate or rigorous critical analysis. In some cases Indians were actively
indoctrinated into feeling a new sense of shame—or in more extreme

situations hatred—for their formerly-prized literary heritage. Under pressure

to conform to Western poetic regimes such as Romanticism, many traditipns
were reevaluated, found wanting, and then subjected to rehabilitation.” The
perceived need for India's cultural rehabilitation fed directly into the stream
of nationalist thought, and fostered the conditions for a modemizing literary
ethos spearheaded in Hindi circles. by reformers like, Mahavir Prasad Dvivedi
(1864-1938). During the heyday of early nationalism in the first decades of
the twentieth century, when Hindi was increasingly being mobilized as the
linguistic flagship of the Indian nation, creating socially useful literature for
the changing conditions of modern India emerged as a compelling
desideratum, and the many aspects of Hindi's literary past that were not in
keeping with such modernizing aims were summarily dismissed. These

2. See note 16 below.

3. A valuable study of Urdu literature's (often unfortunate) encounters with "Wordsworthian'
aesthetics is Frances Pritchett, Nets of Awareness, Berkeley: University of California Press,
1994. Comparable processes in Hindi have not been as well documented or critiqued.
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choices are directly reflected in the historiography of the period, a
hlstorlography that remains today substantively unchanged from the 1920s.
The bulk of what came to be rejected under the colonial and
nationalist enterprises were the kinds of courtly writings now lumped
together under the rubric of 'riti literature.' Traditional courtly litterateurs'
predilection for erotic themes and Sanskrit-style literary taxonomies came to
be newly viewed as the self-indulgent hallmarks of a tired and decadent
feudal past, a past tha. he growing Hindi literary public became increasingly
anxious to repudiate. Once esteemed as the gems of poetic craftsmanship
that had commanded fame and fortune in the samasyapirti (poetry contest)
culture of early-modern courtly life, riti works were now reviled as baroque,
showy, and stilted. It was not just the aesthetics of riti that came under
attack. The poetry became morally suspect because it seemed to lack any
higher purpose and its raison d'étre (or so it was often accused) was to
please rich, undeserving patrons of a medieval social order rather than to
edify the masses. In contrast, the religious (bhakti) features of the Indian
poetic terrain were perceived to be more in accordance with the radical
reformist values of the period, garnering prestige in the modernizing literary
imagination. For instance, when Indian society had come under repeated
attack for its treatment of women and the lower castes, premodern bhakti
literature seemed creditable for an almost modern-style progressivism. With
certain blinders on (one would have to ignore, for instance, Tulsi's infamous
dictum that women and low castes, like drums, are especially suitable for
beating®), bhakti religion and literature could be constructed as a potential
answer to some of the social ills deemed to be plaguing Indian society.’
Bhakti could even be deployed in the service of nationalist causes: a new
coinage for patriotism (desbhakti) gave an older term with limited
parameters an expanded scope and a purposeful, topical ring.® In short,
bhakti literature could be dressed up in new clothes and made to appear

4. Ramcaritmanas of Tulsidas, 96th ed., Gorakhpur: Gita Press, 1993, v. 5.58.6.

5. Ramcandra Sukla made the perceived connection between (nirgun) bhakti and colonial-
period reformist values explicit when he sfated, 'These religious mystics bestowed a great
gift on illiterate and low-caste people. They made a commendable effort to uplift them,

giving them some sense of higher thmgs emphasizing purity of conduct, rejecting religious
ostentation, and instilling a sense of self-worth. When Westerners referred to them by the
term “religious reformers” it was with this in mind.' Ramcandra Sukla, Hindi i sahitya ka
itihas, 29th ed., Varanasi: Nagarl Pracarini Sabha, 1994, p. 39. (Translations from the Hindi
here and elsewhere are my own.)

6. Maithili Saran Gupta, one of the Hindi tradition's most celebrated Dvivedi-period poets,

exhibited a striking blend of patriotism and bhakti in his famous poem Saker. See Harish
Trivedi, ‘The Progress of Hindi, Part 2: Hindi and the Nation,' in Literary Cultures in
History, 'ed. by Sheldon Pollock, Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003, p. 990.

Hariaudh's Priyapravas was a dramatic rétooling of Krsna-Radha themes for a modem
reformist context. See Karine Schomer, Mahadevi Varma and the Chhayavad Age of
Modein Hindi Poetry, 1983, repr. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998, p. 10.
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democratic, pragmatic, and morally exemplary, whereas Fitj Was consiructed
as its antithesis: it seemed feudal, frivolous, and’idrally suspéct, I’ did ot
hurt bhakti's case that it also had more in comthon with ‘Westeim) hterary
sensibilities like Romanticism, and Christian religiou§ ténéts 'like
+monotheism, ‘which were of coutse’ the cultiir urdl ‘prefefericés of India's
colonial rulers. - P

1

The Origins of Modern Hindi C%assificator)j Systems
b

Decades of colonial and reformist thinking about Hlndl were eventually
distilled into definitive historiographical shape in 1929 with the pubhca‘uon
‘of Ramcandra Sukla's highly influential Hind} sahztya 7ca ztzhas (Hlstory of
Hindi literature). The comer$tohe of Sukla's work ‘was its fourfold
periodization scheme (kal vibhag), which is worth laying ouf in full detail
here because it remains, after much debate but ultimately with only rnmor

modifications, the dominant system for conceptualizing Hindi literatiire:
s

1. Adikal (Virgathakal) {Vikram 1(350-1375} -
2. Piirv madhyakal (Bhaktikal) {Viktam 1375-1700}

3. Uttar madhyaka] Ritikal) {Vikram 1700-1900} s :
4. Adhunik kal (Gadyakal) {Vikram 19Q0-1984 )%

L Y

: . 1 £
These Hindi categoties,and Hindu.dates translate as follows:
; .
1. Beginning petiod (Period of heroic songs)
2. Early medieval period  (Period of devotion)
3.Late medieval period  (Period of style)
4. Modern period {(Period of prose)

{CE 993-1318}

{CE 1318-1643}
{CE 16431843}
(CE 1843-1927}"

At first glance these categories may seem utterly banal and hardly worthy of
clamorous critique. But it is surely worth pausing to ask how Hindiiterature
ended up with a medieval period that extends alltithe way -into 'thexm‘id-
nineteenth century, whe
date for anything thét ‘could reé‘sonably be called ‘fnedleval' Had" long passed
in the West. The ‘idea that Hindi llterature (like India) could only, aplnqve
modemity with the advent of the British seems, upon closer scrutiny more
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7. Suklg, Itihas, p. 1.-The térms indicated ih bold face, are stﬂf standard in, the ﬁeld Thls
system did not just emerge ex"nihilo. The works of earlier 11terary hlstonans such as va
Singh Semgar, George Abrahani Grierson, and ‘the stra brothers' all need tq be factor;ed
into our understanding of how a literary past was first generated for H1nd1 AI} overyiewsof
these ‘matters is Allison”"Busch, "The Courtly Vemacular Thé Transformqtlon of :BraJ
Literary Culture (1590:1690),' Ph.D. diss., University of Chicago, 2003 pp. 55-76.
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likely to be an unexamined relic 0f a-paternalistic.colonial worldview than a
sound classificatory principle for literature.?

Of most critical, importance to- this discussion, however, is Sukla's
surprising bifurcation of medieval literattire into an earlier 'bhakti’ period and
a later 'riti' period. Sukla; took two major trends in Hindi literature, the
devotional and the courtly, trends that we will find to be far more logically
distinguishable in terms of stylistic and patronage configurations, and
-accorded- them a new temporal significance that no one had ever before
attributed to them. Furthermore, the dates for these newly-posited historical
epochs acquired a strangely arbitrary specificity: we are asked-to believe that
the garly (pirv) or 'bhakti’ portionsof the proposed medieval period began
precisely.in CE 1318, and lasted just until the year 1643, at which point it
supposedly underwent a shift, transitioning: to a later (uttar) entity
characterized by 'riti'.

Any careful reader of Sukla's Itihds soon discovers that new periods
were not the only things being proposed. Inherent in the modet (although its
fullest instantiation would await a .rash of post-Independence literary-
histories) is a sense of pronounced hierarchy between bhakti and riti in terms
of their larger-literary and socio-cultural merit. Whereas the category bhakti,
pregnant with positive connotations of spirituality, betokens what is
generally constructed as a hallowed Indian cultural trait, the very idea of 'riti'
suggests some kind of medieval-excess. Frequently glossed in English by the
regrettable term 'mannerist, zitisdoes not just innocently mean 'style’, a literal
translation of the Hindi word, but carries the derogatory implication of 'too
much style'.

Aside from dissatisfactron with the names and the cultural
assumptions that lurk behind them, Sukla's model sparks other pressing
questions. Why was the category of medieval Hindi literatiire split into two
at.the particular point he proposed, and what were the historical grounds for
seeing.a split betweembhakti-and riti in-the first place? It is difficult to think
of anything that Happened-in 1643.(1700 Vikram era) to make this year an
important turning point’.for Hindi literature. No major political event
occurred that year, nor was any epoch-making literary text produced. In fact,
the 1640s were a decade of relative quiescence in the otherwise remarkably
dynamic seventeenth century, where viriually nothing of significance seems

I
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8. Sukla-cannot be held fully responsible for the way he carved up Hindi literary production
into. beginning, medieval, and fodern periods. The perception that Indians were static
inhabitants of a long-enduring medieval realm prior to the arrival of the British is a well-
attested part of colonial diséourse. There was also a literary-historical precedent for some of
this terminology in Misrabandhuvinod (Delight of sthe Misra brothers) By Ganesbihari
Miéra, Syambihari Misra, and Sukdevbihari Misra, vol. 1, Allahabad: ‘Hindigranth-prasarak
Mandali, 1913, which featured the divisions 'early medieval Hifdi' and 'advanced medieval
Hindi," although with dates substantially earlier and therefore less questionable than those
proposed by Sukla. See Misra et al., introduction to vol. 1, p. v.
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to have occurred in the entire field of Hindi literature. Of course, literary
_historians can only sketch an approximate picture of literary trends, and they
can hardly be expected to defend every periodization with absolute rigor.
One surmises that for Sukla the sheer volume of 'medieval' texts rendered
that category unwieldy, and the nice, round number of 1700 in the Hindu
Vikram calendar presented itself as a‘convenient midpoint for dividing the
material into two more':manageable sections.

Was there a solid intellectual basis for the radical new cbncept that
medieval Hindi literature consisted of two historically distinct phases?® This
is where bhakti and riti are supposed to come into play. For Sukla the four
proposed eras of Hindi literature could be distinguished by their principal
tendencies (pravrttiyam), such as the heroic (vira) spirit of the raso genres in
the beginning period, or in some cases a major literary event (pradhan
sahityik ghatna) like the rise of prose (gadya) in the modern period.'® And
one period led directly into another through a chain of causality that
stemmed from political or cultural strengths and weaknesses. Under this
thought system the heroism of the beginning period could not be sustained
under 'Muslim rule,' which necessitated a turn inwards during the bhakti or
‘early’ (piarv) stage of medieval literature.'' Notably, it was during this bhakti
period that Hindi is sdid to have reached a state of 'maturity' (praurhta)
before passing on the baton to riti poets. The riti or late (uttar) medieval
phase, however, was constructed as a more scholarly and stilted style of
writing that was too limiting and- largely disappointimrg given the promise
shown by earlier bhakti writers. One of Sukla's central findings on the
subject of rizi literature was, People should have felt a strong sense of a lack
(abhav) but that never dawned on them."? And in his account of the
ritigranth (book of method), the riti period's preeminent genre arid a major
vehicle of precolonial intellectual life in Hindi, Sukla repeatedly decried the
poets' ‘errors' (bhram/bhrant dharand) and ‘bungling' (garbari), their
.mistaken' (pramadvas) and ‘incoherent' (asarigat) ideas. He .implied that
during this era immediately preceding the modern period Hindi was running
out of creative stimuli, to the point of risking'stagnation:

9. The question of whether or not it makes sense to split medieval Hindi literature into two
periods has subsequently been raised by other scholars, notably Ganpaticandra Gupta, who
holds that the medieval period is best viewed as a single unit (spanning the years from 1350
to 1857) throughout which a range of literary trends like bhakti, riti, and martial traditions
Bharatendu Bhavan, 1965, pp. 4-7; 149-54. It is regrettable that this otherwise cogent system
is marred by ts reductionist treatment of ‘Muslim rule’ as religiously intolerant, prone to
war, and overly luxury-loving.

10. Sukla, 'Foreword to first edition,' in Itihas, pp. 5-6.

11. Sukla, Itikas, p. 34.

12. Sukla, Itihas, p. 131.
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The tradition of writing ritigranths also proved an obstacle to the extensive
devélopment of literature. The poets ignored the diverse forms of nature,
the various concerns of life and the many mysteries of the world. Literature
became in a"way bound, and limited in scope. its'field was limited. The
literary stream (vagdhara) began to flow only in narrow rivilets... ."?

And the contrast with Sukla's more favourable treatment of bhakti
literature—its spiritualism, it§ purported advocacy- of social uplift and
Muslim-Hindu unity- (just to name a féw of its vaunted qualities), is striking.

It is no secret that Sukla wrote his Itikds in a hurry, and it was'never
intended to be viewed as the last word on Hindi literary history. The work
was originally designed to be an introduction to the Hindi §abdsagar (Ocean
of Hindi words), the first scholarly Hindi Iexicon of the modem period, and
not the corhprehensive litérary: historical milestone it has subsequently
become. It is telling that in the foreword to the first edition Sukla*eXplicitly
stated that he had not conducted any significant new research into what he
was newly terming the riti authors, preferring to draw on earlier sources like
the Mistabandhuvinod." His ideas were only meant to be 'preliminary
indicators."’ It is therefore all the more surprising that 3o much of his model
‘remdins intact.

It is not that there was never again to be another literary history for
Hindi. Dozens have been written since 1929, in both Hindi and in English.
There have been numerous corrections and augmentations to the state of
general 'knowledge ‘abouit the‘Hindi -past. New texts have been discovered,
and Sukla's findings amended accordingly. Collected works (granthavali)
and studies of key authors eontinue‘to be published in Hindi. There have also
been fervent debates about Hindi's literary-historical categories and the
periods they encompass, with some scholars even going so.far as to-propose
new categories for organizing Hindi literature. But the proposed new names
have done little to alter the core terms of engagement with respect to late
precolonial Hindi literature. It is telling that the pew historiographical
construct that was accorded the most credence as a proposed replacement for
ritikal proved to be Srigarkal.(period.of eroticism). To advocate a zeitgeist
of eros rathér than inarinerism does mot advance the cause very far, for its

-

13. Sukla, Itihas, pp. 130-1. ,

14. Distinctly lacking in the Misra brothers” work, however, is the dismissive tone that
characterizes Sukla's analysis of riti. The time constraints he fdced in. assembling his
teaching notes into a book are mentioned in §ukla, ‘Foreword to first edition,’ in Itihds, p. 4.
15. 'Ritikal ya aur kist kal ke kaviyon ke sahityik visestiorn ke sambandh meri mairine jo
samksipt vicar prakat kiye hairy, ve digdarSan matr ke liye' (The ctrsory opinions I have
expressed with respect to the literary specificities of poets from the riti period or any other
period are merely preliminary indicators). Sukla, ‘Foreword to first edition,’ in Itinas, p. 6.
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defining concept stxll participafes in the very same cultural field of courtly
decadence as riti. ' ¢

The riti period continues to be treated as a time of cultural
embarrassment—even failure—long after $ukla wrote his Itihas.'” In addition
to being guilty of 'mannerism', the charge of 'decadence’ always seems to
hover over Brajbhasa poets from the riti period, for according to the logic of
literary history at its crudest, these poetic vices are the necessary
concomitant to writing at a later moment. Often considered a standard
symptom of- this putative decadence-disorder is riti poets' concern with
literary convention -and ornament (alankar). But serious students of
premodern Indian literature know that.these were the essential building
blocks for most poetry, even that of many bhakti authors, up to the modern
period. After all, it is not without good reason that literary theory, one of the
most sophisticated branches of learning in precalonial India, was known as
the 'science of ornaments' (alankara-Sastra).

If principles of interpretive generosity concernping other styles of
literature from other times, which may be animated by aesthetic ¢riteria
potentially very different from those of the present day, do not by themselves
prompt the desire for a review of discourses about riti, at the very least we
should demand more historical precision of the model, for most of its
defining imagery of g supposed declipe, from bhakti to riti, from early to late,
from matyrity. to decadence, etc., is-based-not on any careful assessment of
the empirical data but on vague, .unquestioned, assumptions about Indian
cultural history. Do we not need to be, more, intellectually wary of
designations like 'early’ or 'mature’ (both associated with bhakti literature in

16. The argument for a §ringarkal is found in Visvanath Prasad Misra, Hindi sahitya ka afit,
vol. 2, 2nd ed., Varanasi:*Vani Vitan Praka$an, 1966, pp. 374-88. For 4 good overview.of
important elements in the debates on-both the naming practices and ‘periodization of Hindi
literary history,.see Ganpaticandra Gupta and Nagendra, 'Pﬁeri}hikﬁ,' in Hindi s&hitxa,k&
itihas, ed. by Nagendra, 1973. I am struck by how even Ganpaticandra-Gupta, whose Hindi
sahitya ka vaijianik itihas (Scientific history of Hindi literature) is perhaps the most radical
overhaul of Sukla's system, is still able to say that Sukla's ideas about riti literature are 'in
many respects still valid today.' Gupta and Nagendra, 'Pirvpithika,' p. 14. A rare work that
focuses on the successes rather than shortcomings of riti literature is Kisorilal, Ritikalin
kaviyorn ki maulik den, Allahabad: S&hitya Bhavan, 1971. -

17. The trend is found in scholarly writings in English no less than in Hindi. The most
‘influential of the English-language Hindi literary histories designates the entire riti period
by the chapter heading 'a waning era,' in contrast to the section on the bhakti period, which
is entitled 'the years of maturity.' See Ronald Stuart McGregor, Hindi Literature from its
Beginnings fo the ngteenth Century, vol. 8, pt. 6 of A History of Indian Literature, ed. by
Jan Gonda, Wiesbaden: Harrassow1tz 1584. Compare the recent characterization of riti as a
‘degeneration’ from bhakti in Trlvedl Progress, 2003, p. 984.
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Sukla's model) as descriptors for creative processes?'® In the study of art,
literature, and other artifacts of culture, the early is too easily romanticized
as pure, simple, and free from astifice. Many ideas about earlier simplicity or
'classicism' versus later ornateness or 'decadence’ seem: to have been
unthinkingly transplanted from the field of European art history and
literature to the Indian cultural terrain. It is not at all clear that these remain
useful terms for the cultural history even of their place ‘of origin, let alone for
that of India."” Literary-historical terms like 'early’ and 'mature’ also:seem
suspiciously more relevant as descriptors of processes in the natural world
than critical tools for handling man-made literary production.” Oné thing is
certain: such concepts do not-leave much latitude for ahy-poetthat shéuld be
unfortunate enough to follow in their wake. For according to a biologic logic
based on observing the life trajectory of flowers, or of aging people, what
ineluctably happens after the ‘'mature’ phase? Decline, decay, death. At least
this seems to have been the fate of riti literature in the eyes of most modern
critics, who, in accepting that riti literature is defined by its-position-as a
'late-medieval' (uttar madhyakalin) cultural entity have usually—even
relentlessly—constructed -it as the tired, enervated, literary  successor to
bhakti. . .
Mapping the:concepts of riti and bhakti onto a linearly temporal
structure- permitted another teleological problem to enter the
historiographical picture. Riti literature was not just 'late medieval,' but its
specific point of emplotment on a time line also served to forge an
inextricable link with a perceived cultural weakness that had allowed-the
British to conquer India..A .common trénd in post:Sukla literary-historical
discourse is to introduce riti poetry with a lamént about India's downfall
under supposedly decadent, overly luxury-loving Mughal rulers.? This
practice is not only tedious but also.intellectually suspect insofar as the
nature and extent of eighteenth-century Mughal decline—once thought to be
a fatal rupture point in Indian society according to principles .of€olonial

T

18. 'Purv madhygkal' is, as noted above, a synonym for the bhakti period. And the avord
praurhta’ is used repeatedly to charactenze it. See, for.instance, Sukla, Itihas, pp. 35,.68,
129

19. A good exposé of these unhelpful but widespread thought structures is Partha Mitter,
"Decadence in India”: Reflections on a Much-Used Word in Studies of Indian Art and
Society,’ in Sight & Insight: Essays on Art and Culture in Honour of E. H.. Gombrichat 85,
ed. by John Onians, London: Phaidon Press, 1994. I thank Pika Ghosh for the reference.

20. A questioning of the merit of such ‘'ofganicist tropes' and"a cogent articulation of the
need to forge new models for South Asian literary history are offered by Shelden Pollock,
‘Literary History, Region, and Nation in South Asia: Introductory Note,' Social Scientist
23.10-12 (1995), pp. 1-7..A recent embodiment of alternative literary-historical practice is
Pollock, Literary Cultures.

21. Typical is Nagendra, Ritibaddh kavya, vol. 6 of Hindi sahitya ka brhat itihas, Varanasi:
Nagari Pracarini Sabha, 1974, but there are innumerable others.
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historiography—has recently been much-debated by historians.*> And
already damaging tropes about riti's connections with Mughal decadence are
often further exacerbated by unfavourable comparisons with twentieth-
century literary trends such as a new emphasis on prose and more utilitarian
poetic sensibilities. Viewed from a modern nationalist perspective riti was
historiographically poised to embody the 'backwardness' from which
reformers like Mahavir Prasiad Dvivedi were busy trying to rescue Indian
culture. In sum, the modern periodization of Hindi literature as pioneered by
Sukla and since his day reaffirmed with few changes by generations of
critics constructs ritj as the era where medieval literature declined from
mffturity to near death, before its putative resurrection through the new
genres and literary systems infused by the cultural currents of colonial and
nationalist modernity.

What is Riti, and When Did it Begin?

The point is not that literary processes do not take place in history. Literary
sensibilities do change. New literary forms arise. Some genres die out, and
others flourish. Patronage conditions shift. Some. moments in time seem—
whether -to contemporaries or later observers-or both—especially rich for
literature. Other periods may not appear so‘outstanding. And some of this
flux is susceptible to being measured. But we need to measure it with
appropriate tools, not with cultural.tropes about. maturity and decadence, or
political tropes centered in the sfock imagery of decline and fall.

If we are accurately to-mark rizi's origins and degrees of separation
from bhakti, we should: at least begin by defining more precisely what this
riti is, and see.if it is poSsible to track a transition between bhakti and riti
with reference to particular authors and places. ‘And once the originary riti
moment occurred, if such-a thing can be said ever to have occurred, or at
least if it can somehow be pinpointed in the context of known Braj textual
history, we might be able to determine if an antecedent, and superior,
devotional poetry really did givé way to aliter, -iriferior, worldly poetry. But
we should remain’open to other logics for theorizing literary trends, some of
which may muddle rather than clarify .the boundaries between authors or
gentes or across time periods.‘ Literary cultures; are one of the most
significant manifestations: of human creativity, and they -are nothing if not

3

22. Recent ‘overviews of critical debates in Mughal historiography” 4ré The Mughal State
1526-1750, ed.- by Muzaffar Alam and -Sanjay- Subraltmanyam, New Delhi: Oxford
University Press, 1998; The Eighteenth Century in India, ed. by-Seema Alavi, New Delhi:
Oxford Utliversity Press, 2002, and The Lighteenth Century in Indian-History, ed. by P. J.
Marshall, New Delhi; Oxford University Press, 2003.
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complex. This is a complexity that standard literary history is often ill-
equipped to handle.” '

Indeed, while the basjc temporal contours of Sukla's model of an
carlier bhakti followed by a later riri literature do not completely lack
historical validity, there are enough exceptions to warrant a strong sense of
hesitation about his approach. It is true that if one focuses on two- major
cultural developments—the Vaishnava efflorescence in the Braj region from
the early sixteenth century, and the expansion of courtly, patronage networks
from the early seventeenth century—then a linear chain of causality whereby
bhakti literature in Brajbhasha was eventually superseded by riti styles seem
plausible. However, a significant number of texts cannot be accommodated
by this paradigm. For instance, how do we account for the poet Visnudas,
who composed two epics at the Tomar court in Gwalior between 1435 and
14427 These texts, which were apparently unknown to Sukla, lack the type
of religiosity that defines bhaktj literature, and we need to account for the
fact that two major features of riti, namely court patronage and-.a more
secular spirit, characterized the literary production of a location very near the
Brajmandal well before the explosion of Krishnaite literature.?

A strictly historical approach to riti's defining genre, the ritigranth,
complicates even more dramatically the idea of a transition from hhakti to
+iti in the mid-seventeenth century. The practice of writing textbooks on
poetics principles surely dictated his .choice of name for the ritikal, but,.as
Sukla himself acknowledged, in terms of brute chronology ritigranths were
already being writterr more than a full century before, his proposed beginning
date of 1643 for the, riti period. Pertinent here is the figure-of Krparam,
author of the first known Braj work on poetics, the Hittgrargini (River of
love, 15417), a reworking of Bhanudatta's Sanskrit Rasamaiijari (Bouquet of
emotion, ¢. 1500).” Less equivocally dated is a subsequent Braj version of

23. A pertinent Europeanist's- perspective on some of the problems with a historical
approach to tracking litefary style is that of -John M. Steadman, Redefining a Period Style,
Pittsburgh: Duquesne Unjversity Press, 1990, pp. 1-12.

24. The question of whether Visnudas should be considered a specifically Brajbhasha poet
has yet to be fully resolved. R. S. McGregor has termed the language of his oeuvre ‘early
Brajbhasha,” whereas H. N. Dvivedi, the other major scholar to have seriously studied- this
corpus, distinguishes it as Gwaliyari. See Ronald Stuart McGregor, 'A Narrative Poet's View
of his Material: Visnudas's Introduction to his Brajbhasa Pandav-carit (AD 1435), in The
Banyan Tree, ed. by Mariola Offredi, vol. 2, New Delhi: Manohar, 2000, ,pp. 335-42;
Hariharnivas Dvivedi, Mahabharat (Pandav-carit), Gwalior:. Vidya Mandir Prakasan, 1973,
pp. 90ff.

25. Some dispute the chronogram that dates the Hittarangini to 1541, and posit borrowings
from later authors such as Biharilal or even Raslin. :Neither R. S, McGregor.nor Sudhakar
Pandey sees reason to doubt the earlier dating.. Significantly, Krpardm meptions
predecessqrs -(Hittarangini; v. ‘1.4—although, whether they ‘wrote in Sanskrit .or Braj- is
unspetified); so0.even this probable garly .work may be no gbsolute .beginning point, for
vernacular poetics, just the earligst available. See McGregor, Hipdi Literature, p- 124;
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the Rasaman;arz by Nanddas (fl. 1570). With their highly structured,
technical hterary expositions these are riti works in form, but they also
evince a strong bhakti ethos, both in their opening dedications and in the
illustrations (udaharan) of definitions (laksan) with Radha-Krsna verses,
raising questions about the extent to which devotional and scholarly
orientations can be considered separate.

The inseparability of the concepts bhakti and riti seems particularly
pronounced in a ‘third 'pre-riti' ritigranth, Kesavdas's Rasikpriya (1591). In
fact, judging from several striking instances of word play in the Rasikpriya,
which merge the terminology of classical aesthetics with that of spiritual
practice, it is as though Kesavdas set out to compose a work that would
emphasize the synergy between the devotional and scholastic realms. In his

opening address to his readers (called, rasik or savourers), the poet states that

Krsna should be worshiped as "he who consists of the nine rasas'
(navrasmay).”® Thus, savouring is to be seen as both an aesthetic (riti) and a
religious (bhakti) activity. Further crossovers between these categories occur
in the closing to chapter three on the subject of the quintessentially riti topic
nayikabheda, where-Ke$avdas proclaims that the subject matter of his poetry
is Radha, 'heroine of the world's hero' (jagandyaka ki nayika). Similarly
suggestive is the bhakti-riti pun 'darSana rasa' used in the next line to
describé lovers' meetings, a phrase which aside from its literal, worldly sense
also invokes'a devotee's intimate experience of an icon in a templé.”

Further confounding the discreteness of the categories is the very title
of the work, which may also have been inténdéd as a double entendre. From
a riti perspective ‘the compound Rasikpriya yields the translation 'A
Handbook for Poetry Connoisseurs.' But the word rasik can also mean
‘Krspa' and priya (with the feminine long-@ ending) would then mean
'beloved,’ i:e. Radha. From this angle, the work presents itself as a Vaishnava
meditation upon God and his lover. Following the traditional custodians of
literary history we would have to ask whether Kesavdas was a bhakti or riti
poet. Although Sukla placed him in the- bhaktikal, the real answer is that he
was both. The point, however, is pretisely that we donothave to make some
ultimate determination about whether the Rasikpriya (ot the Hittarangini, or

i : .

Sudhakar Pandey, Introduction to Krparam granth&vlzli, Varanasi: Nagari Pracdrini Sabha,
1969, pp. 31-40.

26. Rasikpriya of Ke$avdas, in KeSavgranthavali,‘ed. by Vi§vanith Prasad Misra, vol. 1,
Allahabad: Hinduastdni Academy, 1954, v. 1:2.

27. Rasikpriya, V. 3.74. The full dohd reads, ‘jaganayaka ki nayika, barani Kesava-
dasa/tinake darsana-rasa kahavri, sunau prachanna prakasa' (Kesavdas has described the
herdine of the world's hero. Now, I will speak of the joys they experience in seeing one
another—listen to thie different types, both hidden-and revealed).
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Nanddas's Rasmafijari) is a riti or a bhakti work.”® Attempts to separate out
these elements contravene its spirit. ’

Aspects of Ke§avdas's later, writerly and patronage profile, however,
do tip the scales in favour of a more pronounced riti persona when compared
with his recent predecessors Krparam and Nanddas, In the case of Nanddas
in particular, the riti dimension constitutes only a reIatlvely minor segment
of his oeuvre, and his overall profile is that of a bhakti writer. But when it
comes to Kesavdas, scholarly writings on poetics in the ritigranth genre
make up a far more significant portion of his overall oetivre (3 of 8 works®).
His ritigranths are also far more complex than anything in the earlier
Brajbhasﬁa tradition, covering an extensive range of topics and showing a

. predilection for more elaborate meters like kavitt or savaiya as opposed to

the 51mp1e doha. This tendency towards stylistic elaboration also needs to be
seen as an important component of any definition of what constitutes riti. In
addition to writing rztzgranth works Kesavdas also experimented, with
classical mahakavya modes, and the proliferation of metrical forms coupled
with deepening -lexical and thematic cqgnple;uty was certainly a new
direction for Brajbhasha literature. Furthermore, aside from genre and
stylistic proclivities Ke§avdas, unlike Nanddas, composed his works not in
religious commuhities but for kings, and court patronage for Braj poets
became a dramatic new force in Hindi literary culture from that point on.*
The sense that Kesavdas worked and wrote in a courtly milieu is
largely incidental to the Rasikpriya, but it becomes quite pronounced from
the time of his Kavipriya (Handbook for poets, 1601), written a full decade
later. Although Radha-Krsna verses are still siignificant in number, the work
has a much greater range of subject matter—some of it distinctly urbane and
relatively secular. Kesavdas also frames the Kavipriya within a context of
courtly culture, with lengthy introductory Chapters that detail his patron's
family history, the story of the founding of Orcha, as well as contemporary
circumstances at Orcha. An entire section of this ritigranth (chapter eight) is
devoted to kmgly topics. The interest in royal gubject matter would reach its
hlghest development in his latf: kavya works like Virsimhdevcarit (1607) and

28. The same can be said for the case of Biharilal, an argument developed by Rupert Snell in
‘Bhakti versus Riti? The Satsai of Biharilal,’ Journal of Vaishnava .Studies 3.1 (1994),
pp. -153-70. Of course, there were significant precedents for this mterpenelratlon of bhaktz
and riti in sixteenth-century Gauriya Vaishnavism, where bhaktt achieved prominence m the
domain of aesthetic discourse as a“fully-fledged rasa in texfs such as Riipa Gosvamms
Bhakti-rasamrtasindhu. An outline of the development of bhaktirasa and its place in
Gauriya theology is Neal Delmonico, ‘Sacred Rapture: The Bhakti-rasa Theory- of Rupa
Goswamin,’ Journal of Vaishnava Studies 6.1 (1998), pp. 75-98.
29. The three ritigranths are Rastkprtya Kavipriya, and Chandamala.
30. Krparam's precise literary milieu is uncertain. His reference to the Betwa river, which
flows through Orcha, in one of his poems (Hittarangini, V. 308) suggests a possible
connectlon to that court. See McGregor, Hindi Literatite, p- 124,
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the Jahangirjascandrika (1612), dedicated to an Orcha king and Mughal
emperor, respectively.

If one must ms1st on a watershed moment for a historical transition
between bhakti and riti literature, then perhaps it should be marked by the
composmon of KeSavdas's Kavipriya, in 1601, and not the year 1643. But
under Sukla's system the most qualified poet for the title of first'riti'poet was
placed in the bhakti perlod”l And yet the point hiere is not to qulbble over
forty years or so. What is at stake is not so much whether the riti period
started in 1601 or in 1643, but whether the dichotomous model works at all.
The model makes it impossible to account for many premodern Hindi
hterary practlces given that riri tendencies clearly predate even Kesavdas
and bhakti ones postdate him by centuries.

If the bhakti-riti historical model is so tough to map onto known
literary conditions, perhaps we should consider moving' away from a
paradigm structured by fixed dates- and stiff categories—and dates and
categories based on presupposmons that from a postcolonial perspectlve
have become completely untendble anyway—to a more ﬂex1ble system that
better accounts for the interplay of diverse literary personalities “and
processes. There are numerous Brajbhasha poets who would fall under the
rubric of riti in terms of the era in which they lived, but whose oeuvre cannot
be accurate]y assessed without factoring in bhakti. In some cases, a poet's
bhakti or riti orientation may be gjven pride of place for a pamcular
community at a partlcular ‘moment, as when the poems of Anamdghan (fl.
c. 1740) were anthologlzed by two different interest groups in two different
collectlons one that emphasized the religious verses, and the other the erotic
ones.” Or poets may move back and forth between literary modes over a
lifetime, as in the case of Sirati Miéra (fl. 1740), in whose vast oeuvre can
be found both bhakti-centered and distinctly riti compositions. Or how do we
account for a 'riti’ author like Nagaridas (fl. mid-17th ceptury), who began
life ds a kmg, wrote on numerous courtly themes, but ultimately retired a
bhakta in Vrmdavan‘7 » The're are all kinds of reasons why terms, like 'riti’
and 'fiti' do havé some relevance for the pre- -modern lxterary world: as broad
indicators of genre or style or pafronage context. But their differentiation on
chronological grounds has only @ marginal validity at best. Indeed, the two
tendencies were actually synchronic, interactive, and often present in one
and the same author-—or even the same work. Everi a cursory glimpse at Braj
textual history suggests that bhakti and riti seem preferable as general terms
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31. Sukla, Itihas, pp. 114-19. This choice was critiqued by subsequent scholars, who now
mostly do consider KeSavdas the: founder (pravarta?c) of riti literature. See Gupta and
Nagendra, 'Parvpithika,’ p. 15.

32. See Bangha, 'Lover and Saint,’ pp. 180ff. ’

33. Heidi Pauwels, 'Romancing Bd(ihd illustrates how the categories bhakti and riti inhibit
rather than enhance our understanr/ling of Nigaridas.
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for encapsulating the expressive potentialities of a poet rather than the
inescapable fate of a writer destined to be born in a particular period.

Conclusion

Literary history is supposed to serve as an organizational tool that aids in
understanding and theorizing a culture's significant creative processes and
trends. In the case of the bhakti-riti system for framing precolonial Hindi
textual production the model does more to impede than to advance the
understanding of a critical component of north Indian literary self-
expression. At the time Sukla's Itihds was written, colonial-period
historiographical structures were still dictating principles about the contours
of the Indian past, and an excess of historical determinism underlies the
book's conception. If one of your principal cultural reference points is living
under colonial rule, which was an inescapable reality for the pioneering
Hindi scholars of Sukla's generation, you needed a model that would account
for the political, but also cultural, weakness of India (for the two are
generally—no doubt too crudely—perceived to be correlated), which had
putatively set the stage for the region's colonization from the eighteenth
century. And that weakness was found in the intellectual and literary
practices of riti poets, perhaps precisely because Sukla expected it to be
there. .

The bifurcation of so-called medieval Hindi literature into an earlier,
meritorious bhakti period and a later, substandard riti period lingers on as a
primary organizing principle more than seventy-five years after its original
conception, and its continued survival is a discredit to the field. An important
early stream of Brajbhasha writing (but, as evident from the figure of
Visnudas, by no means the earliest) is undeniably religious in orientation,
which must have provided the inspiration for Sukla. But as Brajbhasha poets
began to attract courtly patronage, embrace a greater range of themes, and
experiment with stylistic elaboration, a trend already observable at a
relatively early moment in the work of Ke§avdas, bhakti motifs hardly
ceased. Riti and bhakti aesthetics can indeed overlap in the persona of a
single poet or in the lines of a single poem. The terms bhakti and riti also
point to distinctions in the social worlds—roughly expressible in terms of the
court and temple—where literature was produced, but patronage at the one
did not preclude patronage at the other. As potentially overlapping socio-
aesthetic categories, then, riti and bhakti may retain some conceptual
validity, but as discrete literary-historical terms they trap us in the logic of
early and late, mature and decadent, simple and artificial, and it is a logic
that should now be retired when it comes to the scholarly appraisal of the
late precolonial Hindi literary past.



