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Edrly South Asia

"WHERE 1S “SOUTH ASIA”?
o

People who live in “South Asia” today began to think that this is where they live only
recently, when new :international political relations -created a conceptual region with
this name, made up .of eight nation-states: Afgh‘aqi”stan (though this<s sometimes
omitted), Bangladesh, Bhutan,. India, the Maldive Islands, Nepal, Pakistan, and- Sri »

Lanka. For most of history no one thought theyillived in South Asia. Instead, some I
lived in Al-Hind, as thé geographers who wrote,iif;Arabic named it in the later cen-
turies of the-first millennium; earlier, others livedin‘what. they called Bhardta Varsha
(“Realm of the,Descendents of Bharata”), according to scholars such as the sage Bri-
haspati who wrote in Sanskrit: d ots, At

The earth is 5,000,000 league$ in extent. It cogtthQeven continents and is surrounded’by
seven dceans. In the middle is the'Land of Acuo‘ﬁ"an‘d in the middle of this land‘is the Rose
Apple Tree atop goldert Moont Meru-To the’ north is Mount Himalaya, to"the"south, ex-
tending nine thousand leagues, is the area called Bhagata whiere good and bad action bear
their fruit, and political governance is.found. It isca thopsandJleagues from Badarika in the
Himalayas, where the hgly Ganga river rises, down.tb the Bgdge that Rama built to the is-
land of Lanka. Seven hundred leagues separate Dvaraka on-the western: coast, where' the
god Krishna dwells, from Pprushottagja-Shalagrama,.the greagt' city Puri, on the gastern. i

Still others believed they lived im far-Hdrger and” more tomplex spaces(see Color Plate
6 for an illustration of one ‘such cosmological nia'p) And’some people who live out-
side what is now called “South Asia* coricelved*oftwt jemselves as living inside it. For
example, a “Mount Meru” existed inJava, pait®d “what is*now Indonesia, while a
“Field of the Kurus,” sxte of-the Mahabharatealw'étr (page’829), wis to be found in
Khmer country, in today’s Cambodia. 1 oo

It is probable, however, that few_people in tl'i‘eit everyddy lives' actually thdught
of themselves a8 livirig even ifi Bharata 'Varsha-orAl Hind,'and cértaifly not i Iﬁdza, !
however much the contours of Bnhaspa(tl s'spate rnh’y agree-wuh those of the pfésent-“
day nation-staté. “India” was’ what, Greek and,Rﬁrﬁén geogtaphers' called the régloﬁ‘
derived hke “Hind” from'“Indus,” thé name of zP:hver in-the northwest. And:it was
this name that was-bequedthed to European hurﬂa’ﬁlst scholar$ and the coldnialisf$ i
who came a little later—staiting with ‘tné Portugife&é’m the late fifteenth century:(seg H
Camoes’s the Lusiads in Volume C)’and ending’§ Wi{h the English, who in 1947-a'ban- |
doned their “Indian Erftpire,’ whlch7was subseqlfeﬁtly divided into several of the nd- i
tions listed above. In the earlier péhé@, %ebple‘fn‘tff‘“ reglon probably saw themselves ‘
a$ living'in this village ofthat, sometinfes i the{‘!réalin of ‘one overlord or another, biit ’
rarely in larger ‘spheres. Yet somet1mes political power with its dreams‘of vast efh- {}
pite, and Sanskrit (and, later, Persia) literaty- -cfilture, “which ‘spread across’ vast f
spaces, must have made the names of-these and other larger regions coine alive in the
minds of subjects antreaders. ' ¢

]




820 Early South ‘Asia

KINGSHIP TO THE HORIZONS

The history of early South Asia until around 500 B.C.E. is obscure and contested. Com-
plex, probably literate urban cultures had existed in the northwest, in the Indus Valley
and its environs, from about 2500 to 1500 B.c.E. How these cultures came to an end is
not yet fully understood, but when they did end, literacy and urban existence ended with
them. The millennium that followed ‘appears to have been dominated by the cultures of
shifting cultivators and nomads. Some of these peoples had recently entered the subcon-
tinent from areas to' the west, bringing entirely new languages and religious practices
that were to be widely assimilated. We-don’t know much about the history of political
power, either, in this period until the middle of the first millennium B.C.E., when city life
resumed and when, around the middle of ttethird century B.C.E., the first written docu-
ments in South Asia were produced, at the court of an emporer named Ashoka. -

Ashoka was the third king of the Maurya:dynasty, the first rulers about whom we
possess solid historical information. Greek ambassadors coming in the wake of
Alexander the Great’s failed invasion (around 320 B.C.E.) visited the Maurya court in
Magadha (today’s Bihar) and left accoynts. More important, a new Indian writing
system—based ultimately on Pboeniciag principles but modified with remarkable
skill to suit local language realitjies—was created at this time, probably by scholars in
the chancellery of Ashoka in order to spread the king’s moral message (page 874).
After this point, documentary evidence becomes much.more plentiful. As a result, we
know a good deal about Ashoka’s vision of power. It was adopted in part from the
Achaemenids, the dynasty that'ruled in Persia from about 550 to 330 B.C.E., but also
much addpted: Ashoka too sought to build an empire, but it was very unlike the Per-
sian model and those.that followed it, sych as the Roman Empire. The Indian political
theory of the day spoke of power radiating outward infinitely—*kingship to the hori-
zons”—but they were not unbgunded horizons, as in the Persian case (Xerxes, for ex-
ample, wanted “to extend therPersian.territory as far as God’s heaven reaches™).
Ashoka sought a limited universality, if we can put it that way: there was a zone be-
yond which political power was thought riot to extend—as Brihaspati makes clear in
the excerpt cited earlier—even when cultural and economic power gxtended much
farther, as it most certainly did for all of recorded history in the region.

The Maurya Empire vanished in the second century B.C.E., and about the events
of the period that follow we haye a only a shadowy idea. In southern India, kingdoms
now came into being that we can.name and place: Chera, Pandya, Chola, ruling from
west to east, respectively, in pgninsular;India, and the Satavahanas, ruling to their
north. These polities, seem tp.have been among the first to support the production of
written expressive texts, or “literature” .(the Mauryas, by contrast, like the
Achaemenids they imitated made no litgrary history.at all). In the north of the subcon-
tinent, new claimants for power, the Shakas (Scythians) and Kushanas, entered from
central and western Asia. They, too, had netions of rule borrowed from Persian mod-
els, but in accordance with the new South, Asian paradigm, the empire they sought
was a limited one. They also patronized literature, but in ways that were to change the
rules of the game of literary culture in the region.

When the Guptas established their polity around 320 C.E. and extended it far out-
ward from the core area around today’s Patna (in southern Bihar), many of these ten-
dencies of power and culture found their most coherent expression yet:
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822 Early South Asid

Om. Hail! The prosperous Samudragupta, the great overlord of lords, exterminator of all
kings, without adversary equal to him on earth, whose fame is tasted by the waters of the
four oceans. . . .

So begins an inscription of an early Gupta king, but what it goes on to describe is a
sphere of governance remarkably similar to Brihaspati’s and, indeed, to today’s South
Asia. This spatial vision of power would mark much of the subsequent history of
early South Asia, as would the practices of literary, culture, building on the achieve-
ments of the Shakas and Kushanas, that were indissociable from this power. To un-
derstand that culture and the literature that was its glory, we need to understand their
historical development.

POETRY FOR THE PoLITY

Although the Indus Valley civilization appears to have been literate as well as urban,
it bequeathed us no texts, only seals. The'language of these seals so far has eluded de-
cipherment, but most scholars believe that it wasn’t that of the pastoralists who began
to enter South Asia around 1500 B.C.E. These new settlers used a language related to
many others now spoken in Iran and across Eastern, Central, and Western Europe as
far as Ireland, languages that today are classified as members of the “Indo-European”
language family. When they prayed to the Sky Father, for example, the new settlers
used words—*“Dyaus Pita”—that would have sounded more than faintly familiar to
people in Greece (who prayed-to Zeus Patér) or in Rome (Jup-piter), and the phrase
even resembles our cognate term “father.” Scholars began to note such similarities,
with growing astonishment, some two hundred years ago. The first was Sirajuddin Ali
Khan Arzu, a writer on Persian grammar. and literature in mid-eighteenth-century
Delhi, and, a generation later, Sir William Jones, an East India:Company judge and
pioneer English Indologist. Since that time great progress has been made in under-
standing the historical developntent of this language group. Among its oldest remain-
ing texts is the Veda, the sacred works of Brahmanism.

The Veda—that is, “wisdom” (the word is cognate with German wissen, English
“wit,” and, indeed, “wisdom” itself)—comprises materials used in the complex
liturgy "of domestic and communal sacrifices. It is divided into three major collec-
tions: one of hymns to various gods and natural phenomena (the Rig-Veda Samhita,
or “Collection of Wisdom in Verse”); another of sacred mantras in prose (the- Yajur-
Veda Sambhita, or “Collection of Wisdom in Formulas™); and a compilation of chants
addressed to gods (the Sama-Veda Samhita, or “Collection of Wisdom in Melodies”).
Later a fourth corpus was added, the Atharva-Veda Samhita (“Collection of Wisdom
of the Atharvan Priests”), containing disparate materials such as prayers for safety
and imprecations for the destruction of enemies. The Brahmanas, a large body of
prose texts comprising directions for performing the sacred rites, are also considered
to be Veda. All these texts were composed and transmitted orally, almost unchanged
over the course of some three millennia, thanks to rigorous training in the arts of
memory, largely on the part of men of the social order known as Brahmans. It is un-
surprising that the language used in these texts would come to be called samskrita,
“made fit” or “kept pure” for the ritual. In everyday life people almost certainly did
not use Sanskrit but other, grammatically less complex dialects related to Sanskrit.
Later, some of these were formalized as literary languages with regional variations
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called the Prakrits (literally, the “natural”.idioms). In addition to-Sanskrit¥and the
Prakrits, the languages of-the Dravidian family—Kannada, Mala-yalam, Tamil, and
Telugu—are found in southern India. Thése came into special prominence in litefary
culture from about 1000 c.E. onward (see ‘‘Crosscurrents: Vernacular Revolutions” in
Volume C), though Tamil has a much older textual.history.

Much of the Veda is in verse, often the same eleyen-syllable meter found ip an-
cient Greek poetry such as Sappho’s (re-created in the English uanslét;on “He looks
to me to be in heaven, that man” page 597); the compogsers were called kavj, #‘seet,”
which became the tefm for “poet.” These and other gontinuities notwithstanding, be-
fore the modern period people in South Asia were very careful to distinguish the sa-
cred Veda from what later would be called kavya (literally, the “work of the kavi”),
for which “literature” in our contemporary sense js a good translatjon. Kayya itself
was something that had. yet to be invented during the Vedic period (the millenpium
beginning around 1500 B.C.E.). Once invented it was widely acknowledged to bg
something new and. .radically different from the Veda. The story of the 1nvent10n of
literature recounted in the.first book of the Sa.nsknt eplc poem the Ramayana ,of
Valmiki is provided in this volume on page 926; another key mome;;t in the process
comes in the fifth book of the poem when Hanuman, thq mon]cey scout in the service
of the hero Rama, at last discovers Rama’s queen, Sita. She is being held captive in
the distant kmgdom of the overlord of demons, Ravana who had abducted her after
disguising himself as a Brahman mendicant and w1nn1ng her trust when she was left
alone. Hanuman puzzles over what language to use to speak with her:

If like 4 Brahman I address Sita using Sanskrit speech

she may tHink I am Ravana;'and will be frightened.

Far better to speak human language, one that will make sense to her

H S I

It is no accident that in this first recorded use of the word.“Sanskrit” for the language,
allusion is made o its.mongpolization by a pagticular social groyp,the Brahmans, and
also to the peculiar restrjctions on jts use that:. distingnished .t, from “human lan-
guage.” These features,make perfect sense,if we,keep m,nundrghg‘l;turglcal functions
of early, Sanskrit. It is, however, Sanskrit that, Hanuman uses to speak to Sita, and with
this, the poet who has him do so transformed the world of literary eulture in South
Asia for centuries to come. g

The Ramayana has-been known ag,the first,poem (adi- kayya) since at least the
second century C.E., and, we should take this,designation.serigusly..It embodies the
tradition’s own historical judgment, and this ynderstanding has significance whether
or not modern scholarship can prove it to be based on hard fact. In the form we know
it from manuscripts ;still available, the Ramayana was almost certainly composed in
the late Maurya epoch, around 200 B.C.E., The,poem shates:much, of the political per-
spective of Ashoka, and it reflects on its ora} origins (whendescnbmg Jits invention as
literature) in a way unlikely in a world truly jgnorant of, writing, which,as we saw was
almost certainly invented at Ashoka’s court. -

The second great epiciof, Seuth Asia, the Mahabharatg, ascribed to the sage
Vyasa, is usually assigned to the genre of history (in Sanskrit, itihasa) rather than po-
etry. It is probable that the Mahabharata came into being a century or two before
Ashoka though it continued to grow through addition of materials for some.centuries
even after Valmiki’s work was completed. Like the Ramayana, it has as its principal
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theme the meaning of power as well as the extent of power—the nature of kingly rule
and the limits of the world within which this rule makes sense. Consider how, at the
midpoint of the epic (whose name means “The Great Battle of the Men of Bharata™),
on the eve- of the battle in which his ninety-nine sons will die, the blind old king ad-
dresses his confidant and asks him to describe Bharata Varsha:

Oh Sanjaya! Brave kings are ready to die for land. They do not cease from killing but
instead fill to overctowding the house of the dead, in their quest for lordship over earth.
What virtues must this earth possess, Sanjaya, speak to me of them—speak to me of
this Bharata Varsha, where these armies have gathered, the land 'my son Duryodhana
covets and the sons of Pandu, the land to which my own heart is attached. Speak to me
of it!

There follows one of the most complete of the early geographfes of South Asia.

In providing what the nineteenth-century philosopher G. W. F. Hegel, without
too much anachronism, called “the entire matter of a nation,” these Sanskrit epic tra-
ditions bear comparison with the ancient Greek (se& the Iliad and the Odyssey, pages
233 and 291), for example, or medieval Iberian (see The Poem of the Cid, in Volume
B). Likethese works, the Ramayana and Mahabharata may deal with particular peo-
ples in particular places, but they contemplate problems that no one anywhere has es-
caped: war and the perceived need to kill in order to live; duty; family; love. Yet the
responses offered by the two South® Asian epics to’these problems are entirely dissim-
ilar. Many readers today prefer the more $teely-eyed, if more agonized, vision of the
Mahabharata, which leaves us at the end—when the victors, all their kinsmen slain,
set out on a death march to the north—with the tagte of ashes in our mouth. But soci-
eties can’t live by such hard realism alone, and the more utopian vision of the
Ramayana, where victory brings unending peaee and prosperity, seems a necessary
supplement. For that very reason, perhaps, it has proved even more consequential in
Indian history than the harrowing tale of the Mahabharata:

It was because they framed core human problems that Valmiki and Vyasa could
offer later writers so vast a store of themes—again as in Greece, where the tragedians
were said to eat “crumbs from the great table of Homer.”'None of these themes was
more celebrated than the story of Shakuntala, which the dramatist Kalidasa (fourth-
fifth-century C.E.) rewrote for the new courtly world of the Guptas (see page 966).
However, this later literature was very slow to develop. After the Maurya period,
rulers everywhere continued to follow Ashoka in eschewing the holy language of
Sanskrit for their records and instead using Prakrit. This was also the language used
for literature in courts in south-central India such-as the Satavahana. Much of this
Prakrit literature has been lost, but what has béen preserved, such as the seven hun-
dred Songs of Hala (see page 953), shows how remarkable and how sophisticated in
its simplicity this ‘poetry was. At courts in peninsular India, the literary language in
the early centuries of the Common Eta appears to have been Tamil. Everywhete we
see an avoidance outside the ritual domain of the use of Sanskrit whether for political
inscription or literature. This practice came to an‘end at the courts of the Shakas and
"Kushanas, who began to issue records in the-langtiage and to support poets, especially
Buddhist poets such as Ashvaghosha (see page 1048), who wrote in Sanskrit.

Commencing in these early centuries C.E. and cbntinuing in undiminished vigor
for a thousand years, Sanskrit poets and scholars produced literature and theory about
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literature that dominated the cultural scene in South Asia up to and even beyond the
vernacular revolutions in the early centuries of the second millenniuny, when régional
languages began to replace Sanskrit for literary and' political purposes. And for all
these centuries Sanskrit literary culture exercised a power.unlike any: other in the re-
gion: it radiated-across much of Asia, influencing the way literature was writtén from
Tibet at the roof of the world to the island of Bali in the Pacific, offering new themes
(some from the Ramayana itself; see page 878) and new theorems (especially-in the
domains, of metrics and rhetoric) to poets and scholars as distant as China.

LITERATURE AND THE CRITIC

The poet may make the poem

but the critic knows its true power,

Who better appreciates a woman'’s beauty,
her father or her lover?

ThlS old saying, still current among traditional Sanskrit scholars in India, exptesses
one of the most striking features of the literary traditions of edrly South Asia: their as-
tonishing erudition. The body of reflection on this literature that developed in the cen-
turies after it was created was due to two principal factors. First, the very invention of
literatire stlmulated inquiry into what made it new and so different from the Veda.

Second, temarkably sophisticated forms of language analysis had been developed for
understanding the Veda—phonetics, metrics, lexicology, and, above all, grammar and
hermeneutics—and when these were directed toward the examination of literature,

they produced insights of an equally sophisticated sort. It was this critical reflection
on liférature as much as the litérature itself that attracted the attention of scholars
across Asia, as it still attracts ours.

Many theorists today reject the idea that “literature” is some essential feature of a
text rather than something existing only in the eye ofthe beholder,We:read the works
of Plato as philosophy but also as dramatic dialogies, a-novel-of Tolstoy!s as history,
and the histories of Michelet as novels. But Wwhile the idea'of a litérary'essence has
been questioned in modernity, thinkers in early South Asia hdd no doubt about its ex-
istence; they only differed on what precisely ‘this essence was! ‘Everyone dccepted two
broad distinctions in the world of textuality, one of funct1on "and the other of form.
The Veda was said to act like a master in glving us commands ancient Tore and leg-
ends (purana) like a friend in offering us advice; and literature like a lover in seduc-
ing us. To these, various functions correspon?s a,set ¢ of formal | distinctions. In the
Veda, the words of the text themselves have central unportance (1ndeed a mantra is
said to be potent in its very wording even if wertori’t understand whatit.says); in an-
cient lore, meaning has primacy, however it may be worded (it was thought that the
same idea could be expresséd in different words); in literature, both word and mean-
ing are equally significant.

All scholars agreed, then, that literature constituted a unique kind -of text and
functioned as a kind of language different from other kinds; the hard question, con-
cerned the specifics of this constitution. In trying to answer it, scholars.for centuries
scrutinized every dimension of poetic 1anguage; developing ‘brilliant analyses of the
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texture of poetic language (especially what were thought of as regional styles), of fig-
ures of speech (metaphor, metonymy, and so on), of levels of meaning (denotation,
connotation, and suggestion), and of the ways in which language is able to create an
emotional experience in the very text itself as well as in the reader or listener (what
they called rasa, or “taste,” somethingreferring not to the judgment of literature as-in
English but tq the emotional experience in or of literature). They examined genre and
tried to order-the features that distinguished the great types of literature:.drama (both
historical and fictional), courtly epic, lyric poetry, the tale, the prose biography, and
the mixed prose-verse novel. And they analyzed character, providing complex ways
to categorize the kinds of heroes and heroines appearing in literary texts and their nor-
mative traits: the four kinds of hero (the Tomantic, the proud, the dignified, and the
serene) and the three kinds of heroine (one’s own wife, another’s, and the courtesan,

each of whom can be naive, middling, or sophlstlcated) In addition to this careful or-
dering of the stuff of literature, they produceéd-a®vast range of handbooks for poets:

treatises on metrics, dictionaries (separate work§ on synohyms, homonyms, words of
one syllable, and the like), and grammars galore.

In the thought world of early South Asia, no practice was be,heved to be p0551b1e
without the mastery of theory. And so no poet 51mp1y looked into h1s or her heart and
wrote; each one was expected to Dossess vast learmng As a seventh -century critic
put it, “There is no kind of speech or dlscourse no pnnCIple or art that does not find a
place in the making of lterature. How heavy the writer’s burden!” But t}ns Js a bur-
den, he went on to add ,, that all poets take up voluntanly “It is no sin or cnme or sign
of weakness not to be a poet. To be a bad poet however is to come face to face with
death.” Nonetheless like Vatsyayana the great authorlty on the art of love, the critic
understood there were moments jn our experience,of hterature beyond which “gone is
system and gone is thought,” and that only silence is appropnate in the face of certain
poems. The sixth-century writer B artr1han offers us an example:

I never rightly fixed my thoughts. "

on the foot of God to edd rebjrth,

I gajned fio moral strength of the, st o

to force open the gate of heaven,

not even in my dreams did I embrace
\ the full breasts of a woman—I did

nothmg but act as an axg to lay waste

the forest'of my mother’s youth.

T
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LEARNING NEW WAYS OF LIVING AND DYING.
13 LA ‘ ¥

Many stories are told about this Bhartrihari, and they are richly suggestive of the con-
ceptual and-emotional world of early South Asia. He is said to have entered into the
Buddhist monastic order, quit, and then entered again ‘only to quit once more,,poxsed
in an awful balance between asceticism and eroticism—crying out, at the.end of his
life, “My face is wrinkled, my hair is gray, my legs are weak . ... the only thing still
young is my desire!” The mention of Buddhism and the claims of spiritual life opens
up an important dimension of early South Asia that we need to register both: for what
itroan and what it carinot tell us-about its, literature. -
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The.world of Vedic culture was one of punctilious observance of calendrical sac-
rifices. In time, -perhaps aroundsthe middle of the first millennium B.C:E., many
thinkér$-began to sense that Sacrifice by itself might.not encompass the. ultimaté
meaning of human existehce; and.a true crisis of beliefsensued. One response to this
crisis' was ascetic renunciation and physical self-mortification, which.probably drew
on archaic practices of bodily discipline. and self-denial that.had nothing.to do with
Vedic-culture. Anéther response, among those-who remained within the general ambit
of ritualism, was a new and profound reflection on life and death; for the, first-timé}
we encounter the ideas of redeath and rebirth, or transmigtation (samsara), in accor-
dance with deeds committed in the previous life’ (karma). .The texts in: Sanskrit that
these thinkers:composed, including the Upanishads, played an important role in a
more general critique of religious life that emerged among a wide range of spiritual
masters on the margins. of or outside the Vedic world. Chief among these was Sid-
dhartha Gautama Shakyamuni, the Buddha or “Awakened One” (fourth century
B.C.E:), whose new doctrine was summarized in “The Four Noble Truths™:

“Sufferfng (of “sorfow,” duhkha) Suffering is an' essent1a1 part of human life,
‘and we are condemned to experience it over and over in the éndless cyde of
transmigration;

“The Arising of Suffermg” Suffering comes into being under spemﬁc c1rcum-
stances; ’
"¢

“The ,Ending of Suffering”: Because suffering has an origin it must have an end;

1 “The Way:-to the Ending of Suffering”: There is a real way to stop suffering, and
:to-escape the ¢ycle of rebirth: the teachings of the Buddha.

To this doctriné ‘the Buddha -wedded dlstmctlve forms of meditation’and new social
practices—iri¢ludinf; the eStabhshment of the fbotiastic commurﬁty a sort of patailel
Sociéty—to ‘produce the most compelhng‘ alterﬁatlvé feliglolis visidn in the subconti-
nerit, one that; w1th1n a very few centurie§, was to spread across Asia like wildfire.
’I'heonsts of the Vedic tradition, for theit; paft, kough't to’synthesiZe riany of these
tendencws intd a ‘doctrirte calléd—with thé now-customaty fourfdld’ division—*the
four life-goald” and “the four life-stages.” Accordi g t6 these’ idealizéd schemas, a
fuil himan existence feqtiired’ evenhanded cons1défahon of alI the maJor human
needs—physmal (the goal' of desire), socio- -econothit (that of ‘powét and ‘wealth),
moral (that of' ﬁght ousness), and spiritual {fffat'8f ‘emancipation'frém rebirth)—and
approprlate times for their satisfaction weré ap Sftlohed (1ﬁ studentship, hduseholder-
ship, retirement from ' society, and wanderirlg iﬁendwancy) Arotinl and about all
fhede thbre philosophical, even’abstract, ways of thinking about life Weré far more in-
timate practices of spiritual attachment to gods-of'¥dtitus kirids. The World of old In-
dia was teeming with the divine, in visible nature,-below earth, and in the heavens
above. “How many deities are there?” the great"Upanishadic sage Yajnavalkya was
once asked. “Thirty-three thousand three hundred and thirty-three,” he answered in a
reply that captures at once this plenitude and the very folly of any attempt at quantifi-
cation. Chief among the deities were Brahma, Vishnu, and Shiva, who later, accord-
ing to a more ideal ordering, were sometimes merged into a kind of triple godhead.
Brahma bore resonance from the old Vedic world and was often regarded not just as a
kind of embodiment of the Veda—the word brahma sometimes actually comnotes

P
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“Veda”—but as the creator god (since all creation requires knowledge, and thé cre-
ation of -the universe requires total knowledge, which the Veda purports to provide).
Vishnu was seen as the sustainer of the cosmos (see Color plate 7, where Vishnu is i
shown reposing on the cosmic serpent Shesha), and a theory of his gvarara, or de-
scent, into earthly forms was developed. The theory of avatars made it possible to ab-
sorb once-independent divinities (such as Krishna) into a single pan-Indian deity and
to explain the god’s active role in the functioning of the universe. The third chief god,
Shiva, was viewed as the dissolver—a beneficent destroyer, since all things must end.
He may be the most complex of all these deities in both his history and character. He
combined features of eroticism and asceticism where the true complexity of human ]
life—the life that the poet Bhartrihari expresses most poignantty—could find its most i
perfect divine projection. :
Religious thinking from these various traditions has naturally conditioned South it
Asian literary culture in many overt and subtle ways. Consider two of the master- g
pieces of Sanskrit literature, Valmiki’s Ramayana and Kalidasa’s Shakuntala. 1t may ]
have been only centuries after the composition of the Ramayana that the hero came to
be considered an avatar of Vishnu, but in the very core of the narrative can bé found a 3
vision of a divine king: it is only the conjunction of his godly nature with political
power that can arrest the energies of chaos depicted with awesome force in the 1
Mahabharata. Kalidasa’s drama is a tale about loye and loss and recovery, but the |
drama’s narrative is also constructed according to the template of Shiva mythology 1
with, again, important connotations Yot the exercise of political power and the special
importance of the Realm of the Descendants of Bharata. But if religious sentiment u;]
plays an undeniably significant role in Sanskrit literatire, we must be careful not to
exaggerate its shaping power. Among the earliest courtly poems in Sanskrit are those !
on the life of the Buddha produced by the poet Ashvaghosha (probably around 150
C.E.), but when Ashvaghosha and other Buddhists wrote Sanskrit literature, they did
so as poets first and Buddhists second. It is hard to identify a “Buddhist aesthetic”; i
what we have instead is a Sanskrit agsthetic, which transcended religious affiliation: i
as the great scholar-king Bhoja noted around 1050, “Literature is for all creeds.” Be- i
yond this, there were vast realms of literary culture jn early South Asia as far removed
from the spiritual as it is possible to go. The early Tamil poets who wrote of the “in-
terior landscape” and the “external landscape” (the affairs of the heart and of the l
world), the literary theoreticians who contemplated the nature of meaning and expres-
sive emotion, the erotic and conﬁes,swnal poets, and the writers of comic novels apd )
farcical plays all understood that literature was very much a cultural and social prac- i
K
k
F

tice of this world, parallel at times to the divine but different—and one that had its ;
own unique powers. As one anonymous Sanskrit poet wrote,

The gods are in heaven and we live here on earth. PR
Who is there then to answer our question: :
Which is sweeter, the taste of poetry,
or the drink of immortality? ;

PRONUNCIATIONS:
Atharva-Veda Samhita: uh-THAHR-wuh-VAY-duh SUM-hi-TAH
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“‘Bhardta Varshd: Br—rAH-ruhituh VAHR-shuh

dharma: DHAHR-muh .

duhkha: pooB-khuh

itihasa: ee-tee-HAH:suh

Kalidasa: KaH-lee-DAH-suh

kavya: KAHV-yuh

Mahabharata: muh-HAH-BHAH-ruh-tuh

purana: poor-AH-nuh

Ramayana: RAH-MAH-yuh-nuh

rasa: RUH-suh

Rig-Veda Samhitd: REEG-VAY-duh SUM-hi-TAH
samsara: sum-SAH-ruh

Sama- Veda Samhita: saH-muh-vAY-duh SUM-hi-TAH
Shakuntala, the play: sHAH-kogn-tuh-luh
Shakuntala, the heroine: shuh-KOON-tuh-LAH
Yajur-Veda Samhita: yuh-joor-vAY-dub SUM-hi-TAH . .

— TSt

The Mahabharata:of Vyasa

1“! . - i
last centuries B,C.E.—earlier centuries C.E.

“The law is a subtle thing,” the venerable grandfather JBhishma repeatedly declares in the
Mahabharata, and with this he expresses?the central problem of the central and most problem-
atic work in the history of Indian literatdire. The Mahgbharata, or “Great Battle of the Men of
Bharata,” is indeed great both for its size and its argument It has’ traditionally been calculated
to contain 100,000 quatrains (of thirty-tw: 0 syllables each which makes it about seven times
the size of the Illiad and Odyssey comh’med (wrth therr 0,000 sixteen- syllable lines). Even
more decidedly than the’ Greek and othex foundatronaheprcs the Mahabharata seeks to offer a
total account of a culture. The text itself announces at the start, “Whatever is found here may
well be found elsewhere; what is not here 1s nowhere.” The scholar and translator J. A’“]B van
Buitenen drew an apt analogy for the work'from the tradrtron of European literature: he inviteg
us to'imagine a combined text including the Iltad somevghat more loosely structured anyal_bbre-,
viated version of the Odyssey (the Mahabharata contarns a version of the Ramayanay; qiité a
bit of Hesiod’s account of the birth of the-gods some sequences adapted from Herodotus's hri:
tory; many passages adapted and transformed from thé pre-Socratic philosophers; Socrates by\
way of Plato by way of Plotinus, the thrrd-cqntury panthelst and:A generous selection “of the,,
Gospels by way of moralizing stories. This would seem absurd in the West, he adds, but th.?
Mahabharati actually exists. And, we shiculd qurckly note brt exists not as a jumbled anthology
but with parts conjoined into a narrative,whole that never loses sight of the story it has tq tell.
It is a great story, too—if one of -the most harroyvrng in world literaturé—that  the
Mahabharata tells. Its theme is the nature and fundaniental contradictions of political power,
and in recounting the struggle for the thro“ne between two groups of first cousins, the poem
shows how thoroughly power is permeated"‘by uncertamty and even paradox. The more the
cousins strive to understand the law, to uhderstand dharma—what is right, what one’s duty is—
the more confused the law appears fo théem; the more intense their quest for peace, the more in-
evitable the war between them; and the more secure their hold on’ vrctory, the more the victors
realize they have lost. “We now lrve ” they say at the moment of their tr1umph “dead in life.”
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