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[1]
LITERARY CULTURE AND  
MANUSCRIPT CULTURE  
IN PRECOLONIAL INDIA

S h e l d o n  P o l l o c k

I  h a v e  b e e n  a s k e d  to provide a grand view of the world of literary culture 
in south Asia. It is a vast and complicated world, most probably the longest-lived 
continuous multi-language literary culture we have, and one whose materialities 
are only now beginning to be explored.1 The task is a challenging one, then, but 
it is a critical challenge, since a number of the generalizations about the world we 
are prone to accept on the basis of a rather thin slice of human experience in the 
West are likely to be unsettled or at least complicated.

In the last several decades scholarship on the invention, diffusion and eventual 
trium ph of print culture has had a considerable impact on the writing of literary, 
social and even political history. Even scholars like me who do not concern them
selves with the study of modernity except in so far as it requires a counter
narrative of the pre-modern, cannot have escaped the arguments of Benedict 
Anderson, Roger Chartier, Elizabeth Eisenstein and the rest. Today the question 
is no longer whether or to what degree print changed the world; it is only how it 
did so, how ‘increased circulation of printed matter transform ed] forms of 
sociability, perm itted ] new modes of thought, and change[d] people’s relation
ship with power’ -  with the clear implication that such relationships, modes and 
forms had never changed before, or at least never so profoundly.2 My problem 
with this literature is not just that, for a region like India, the obsession with print 
falls victim to the tiresome colonialism-invented-everything syndrome, whereby 
all that has been consequential in the last two centuries -  the idea of vernacular 
language, or caste, or supralocal political sentiment -  is supposed to have resulted 
from the confrontation with colonial modernity. M ore worrisome is that in 
looking for phenomena familiar from elsewhere we not only inevitably find what 
we are looking for but in the process often fail to see what is actually there. An 
alternative case could certainly be argued, that the event which was truly historic 
for literary cultures in India and defined them in the peculiar contours they 
often still bear, was the invention, diffusion and eventual conquest of manuscript 
culture, in its specific symbiotic relationship with the antecedent oral culture. 
The epistemic revolution of literacy, the production of manuscript books (over 
thirty million manuscripts are still extant), their dissemination in often massively 
reproduced and relatively stable form and, perhaps most important, their oral 
performance before large audiences over long periods of time, have had an effect
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on shaping imagination, sociality and power that is arguably deeper and more 
extensive than any attributable to print, middle-class book consumption (stun
ningly low in India), or the culture of private reading reinforced by print (though 
hardly generated by it).

The case could be argued, I say, but has never been. It has astonished me to 
realize, as I have come to realize during the course of research on science and 
scholarship in India 1500- 1800, how few sustained analyses are available of the 
core dimensions of manuscript culture in the subcontinent, aside from old-style 
text criticism .3 Almost no detailed work has been done on the time-space matrix 
of text diffusion, that is, how quickly, how far and along what routes a text was 
circulated, and what relationship the resultant spatio-temporal map bears to the 
genre in question and its language. It is not that we don’t have data to get some 
answers to these questions; rather, the questions have simply not been raised. 
W hat I aim to do in this short essay is to outline what I see as key developments 
and try to formulate good questions to ask of them .4

Prior to the arrival of printing with missionary and colonial expansion, the 
history of literary culture in south Asia was shaped by two momentous events:
(1 ) the invention of the Indian writing system in the third century b c e , setting 
the stage for the creation of the Sanskrit cosmopolitan culture-power formation, 
and (2) the vernacular revolution of the early centuries of the second millennium 
c e , associated with the newly consolidated regional kingdoms. (The expansion of 
Persianate culture in India from about 1000 c e  onward added remarkable new 
resources but did not introduce any morphologically new dimension to literary 
culture.) These two events are more closely related than might be assumed. 
The vernacular revolution, as I have tried to make sense of it, consisted in the 
breakthrough to literary writing in what were called the ‘languages of Place’ 
(desa-bhasa), which, self-evidently, only the earlier event could have made 
possible. At the same time, the practices of orality, which elsewhere in the world 
have typically been threatened if not eradicated by the inauguration of writing, 
have maintained themselves in India as both fact and ideal; the continuing 
valorization and cultivation of oral performance would inflect literary culture in 
uniquely Indian ways into the modern period. T hat said, literary culture in south 
Asia was actually constituted by a manuscript culture that, in its material and 
economic aspect, was also specific to the subcontinent. These themes -  the 
interplay of the oral and the written; the materiality of manuscript culture; what 
might be called script-mercantilism -  along with the peculiar mix, discernible 
throughout, of a dynamism that was measured and considered, and a stasis that 
may have been less a sign of deficiency than a sort of cultural strategy, form the 
armature of the following survey.

I.  T HE  ORAL A N D  T H E  W R I T T E N

The inaugural moment of writing in south Asia and its impact on Sanskrit 
literary culture are crucial to understanding long-term developments, and there-
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fore merit at least brief notice. Scholars have long debated the origins of writing 
in India, but a new consensus has recently emerged locating the invention in the 
chancery of the Maurya king Asoka around 260 b c e  (a late invention, viewed 
from the Near East or China). The purpose of the invention of the script, 
now known as brahm i,5 was to promulgate the royal edicts of the king, partly in 
imitation of the imperial model known from the Achaemenids, rulers of the 
Persian empire that extended into present-day northern Pakistan. The dis
tribution of Asoka’s edicts around the subcontinent, from northern Afghanistan 
to southern Karnataka, ensured that brahmi would become the foundation of 
every script in south Asia and of most scripts where south Asians travelled, 
including inner Asia (e.g. Tibetan), and south-east Asia from Burma to Champa 
and as far as Java6 -  further evidence of the monogenetic rather than polygenetic 
character of Indian literacy: it was invented in one place and diffused from there 
throughout the sphere of Indie cultural influence.

The new consensus on the invention of writing carries two implications per
tinent to the concerns of this essay, one concerning old forms of memory, the 
other concerning new forms of literary culture. T he first implication is that 
all textual traditions of pre-Asoka India were completely oral, and thus that the 
feats of Indian memory, of which earlier scholars were so often incredulous, were 
real and consequential. The vast corpus of liturgical texts known as the Veda, and 
even portions of its exegetical tradition, were transmitted without the use of 
writing and in exceptionally stable form, deriving largely from the belief that the 
texts were metaphysically efficacious only if exactly reproduced. The mnemonic 
proclivities involved here marked many areas of non-liturgical culture, too, such 
as the stable oral performance of written literary texts. It has also become clearer 
that Vedic communities knew about writing but chose to ignore it. Panini, the 
Sanskrit grammarian of the fourth or fifth century b c e  who lived in Taxila in 
today’s northern Pakistan within the power-ambit of the late Achaemenids, was 
certainly aware of writing (in Aramaic), but chose to make no use of it. Here 
is the first of a number of what appear to be conscious refusals of technology 
marking the history of literary and manuscript culture in India, in this case due 
to characteristic satisfaction with suitably sophisticated oral practices.

The cultivation of memory that was central to the Vedic tradition (and 
imitated, as much was imitated, by other religious traditions, including 
Theravada Buddhists and Jains) would continue to be valued as a core cultural 
attainment in both the performance and the ideology of textual culture long after 
that culture had been completely permeated by literacy. Thus in the seventh 
century c e  the pre-eminent scholar of Vedic hermeneutics reasserted, in writing, 
of course, that learning the Veda from a concrete text-artefact -  ‘by means 
contrary to reason, such as from a written text’ -  could never achieve the efficacy 
of the Veda learned in the authorized way, ‘by repeating precisely what has been 
pronounced in the mouth of the teacher’. Such a valorization of memory left 
clear traces in secular written culture. A story instructive about such memory as 
well as its peculiar relation to writing is told of the early-eleventh-century poet
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Dhanapala: enraged that his patron, King Bhoja, demanded to be made the hero 
of his new romance narrative, the Tilaka-manjari, Dhanapala destroyed the work 
by burning its single manuscript before Bhoja’s eyes -  an act that makes sense of 
course only if the text had come to be seen as identical with the written text- 
artefact. But the poet’s daughter had committed the entire work to memory (its 
modern edition runs to 250 closely printed pages), and so could reconstruct it in 
toto. In addition to the continuing valorization of memory far into the age of 
literacy, the oral performance of literature, typically on the basis of a memorized 
text or, more often, of a physically present manuscript-book, would characterize 
Indian literary culture into the modern period .7

The second implication of the new consensus is that what Indians called 
‘literature’, kavya (as it was named first in the Sanskrit tradition, spreading 
thence to all southern Asian languages, e.g. kakawin in Javanese), was a new 
cultural form in post-Asoka India. Although the fact is not always acknowledged 
in Western scholarship, it was writing that made kavya historically possible at all; 
pragmatically, ‘kavya’ was the name given to a literary text that was written down 
and transmitted primarily in written form -  indeed, the text was the kind it was, 
in complexity, magnitude and variety, precisely because it was written down. The 
Indian intellectuals who theorized kavya as an expressive, imaginative, formally 
ordered type of language use, while saying little about its written embodiment, 
understood full well that it was a historically new type.

The history of the text of Valmiki’s Ramayana, which Indian tradition from 
the second century onward has unanimously regarded as the first work of kavya, 
seems to confirm this fact of novelty. For in contrast to the manuscript record of 
the second great epic, the Mahabharata, which shows that it was transmitted 
entirely in writing (with the exception of a few of its books), that of the 
Ramayana testifies to a transitional relationship to writing. The manuscripts are 
independent transcriptions of an oral version of Valmiki’s text that was passed 
down with considerable stability in largely memorized form. The firstness of the 
poem may therefore lie, in part at least, in its being the first major literary text 
committed to writing. On this interpretation, the upodghata, or prelude, to 
the Ramayana, which was a later addition to Valmiki’s work, takes on an un
anticipated significance: when the poet is shown to compose his poem after 
meditating and to transmit it orally to two young singers, who learn and perform 
it exactly as he taught it to them, what we are being given is, not an authentic 
image of a purely oral culture, but a sentimental ‘fiction of written culture’, 
as the phenomenon has been described for the remarkably parallel case of the 
chansons de geste. For here orality as such is being observed from outside orality, 
so to say, in a way impossible to do in a world ignorant of alternatives -  ignorant, 
that is, of writing. Nostalgia for the oral and a desire to continue to share in its 
authenticity and authority, with the same lingering effects of a remembered oral 
poetry, mark other first moments of literacy across Eurasia, most memorably, in 
the English tradition, with Caedmon, whom one scholar recently described as an 
‘exemplum of grammatical culture ’ .8
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From the beginning of the Common Era kavya was always committed to 
writing and always circulated in manuscript form. Again, this is not to deny 
a continuing role for the oral performance of these written texts, or for the 
memorizing of such texts, let alone to deny a continuing vitality of primary oral 
poetry, which remains strong to this day in many communities in south Asia.9 
But from the moment writing was invented the literary culture that resulted, 
the culture of kavya, became indissolubly connected with manuscript culture, so 
much so that the history of the one becomes unintelligible without taking into 
account the history of the other.

II.  C O S M O P O L I T A N  M O N O P O L I Z A T I O N  OF L I T E R AR Y  L IT E R AC Y ,

A N D  V E R N A C U L A R  D E F I A N C E

One thing that has remained unintelligible in the history of literary cultures 
precisely because of insufficient attention to writing is the phenomenon of 
vernacularization. All of literary culture in southern Asia prior to the vernacular 
revolution of the early second millennium was composed in a language that was 
written and read across this entire space, namely Sanskrit (though restricted 
use was also made of Prakrit and Apabhramsha, M iddle-Indic literary dialects 
used largely as ‘rustic’ registers of what was actually court poetry). I call this 
‘cosmopolitan’ language in large part because it was language that could ‘travel 
well’; indeed, it became cosmopolitan precisely because it could travel well, as 
later Persian or English, for their different reasons, were able to travel (Sanskrit 
was linked to no particular religious formation, and certainly not to colonial 
expansion). Sanskrit’s monopolization of literary literacy was challenged around 
the beginning of the second millennium. It was literary inscription, the act of 
writing kavya, in regional languages -  languages that did not travel well, that 
were ‘languages of, or in, Place’ -  that constituted the essential component of the 
challenge, and that alone allows us to grasp it in its historicity.

This development was characterized in most places in India by a time lag 
between what I have called literization, the committing of local language to 
documentary, non-literary, written form, and literarization,10 the development of 
literary expressivity in accordance with the norms of a dominant literary culture. 
The interval between these two moments is often substantial and dramatic. 
Three to four centuries, as in the case of Kannada and M arathi, is not uncom
mon (for the first, literization in the early sixth century, literarization in the late 
ninth; for the second, late tenth century and late thirteenth respectively); more 
extreme cases include Khmer and Newari (for the former, literization in the 
seventh century, for the latter, in the ninth; literarization for both only in the 
seventeenth).

How do we explain this interval between the moments of writing as such and 
of writing literature? One answer may lie in the dialectical relationship between 
the literary function and the political function in India. Culture recapitulated 
power, and power underwrote culture, and so long as power meant trans-regional
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rule, or empire, as it meant until the end of the first millennium c e , literature 
required a trans-regional mode of expression. The regionalization of political 
power enabled -  or even required, in ways we still do not fully understand -  
the regionalization of culture. Prior to that point documentary writing in the 
vernacular, the recording of deeds and benefactions and so on, was entirely 
acceptable (contrast the very slow and reluctant acceptance of the vernaculars as 
languages of record in late medieval Europe). At the same time, the moment of 
literarization constituted something of a defiance against the established cultural 
order.

It is important to realize that this defiance was typically not a matter of social 
status or religious resistance, despite received views about a demotic vernacu
la rly  or anti-Brahman insurgency.11 In most parts of India vernacularization was 
a project promoted by the royal court, and often by Brahmans themselves. Yet 
the authorization to write vernacularly, in the face of deep and long-term 
cultural-political prejudices to the contrary, was not ready to hand for anyone, 
even the royal court. The decision to make the vernacular speak literarily was 
often so fraught that it required the direct intervention of a power beyond that 
of the dominant cultural order, often the power of a divine being. Only in this 
way could the king of Vijayanagara himself, Krishna Deva Raya, be authorized 
to write his remarkable Amukta-malyada in Telugu in 15 17 . A god comes to the 
author in a dream -  a god significantly localized as ‘The Great God Visnu of 
Andhra’ (Andhra Pradesh being the region of Telugu) -  and announces,

You astounded us with honeyed poems in the language of the gods [i.e., Sanskrit] ... 
Is Telugu beyond you? Make a book in Telugu 
now, for my delight.

Why Telugu? You might ask.
This is the Telugu land.
I am the lord of Telugu.
There is nothing sweeter ...
Don’t you know?
Among all the languages of the land,Telugu is best.12

If  the king was to compose a poem in Telugu, and not just compose but write 
it down in a book -  and a fortiori a poem that attempts to offer, as the Amukta- 
malyada does, a total vision of political governance -  he needed less the inspir
ation of the god than his permission, and of a sort he would never have needed 
for the creation of political literature in Sanskrit itself, the language of the gods. 
Similar stories of divine visitations (and of threatened destruction of the manu- 
script-books that resulted) are told of poets from all social and religious orders, 
from Vedic Brahmans like Srinathudu (Telugu, fl. 1450), or devotional ones like 
Eknath (Marathi, fl. 1575) or Krsnadasa Kaviraj (Bangla, fl. 1600), to Shudras 
like Tukaram (Marathi, fl. 1625). To write vernacular literature, even as late as 
the seventeenth century, was for traditional communities almost to turn  the 
cultural world upside down.13
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Very different is the history of the second, or regional-vernacular revolution, 
that followed upon, and often seems to have directly rejected the aims and 
practices of, the first, or cosmopolitan-vernacular revolution, as I have called it, 
since the project was to reproduce the Sanskrit cosmopolitan literary culture at 
the vernacular level. The later revolution, in many cases, rejected not only the 
cosmopolitan vernacular in substance (its laukika, or worldly, orientation), but 
also in its forms, especially its literacy: thus the ‘M ilitant Saivas,’ with their 
vacanas (sayings) in late-twelfth-century Karnataka, Narasimha Maheta with his 
prabhatiyas (spiritual aubades) in fifteenth-century Gujarat, or Kabir with his 
pads (songs) about the same time in Avadh, rejected the values, and the very 
fact, of manuscript culture. In the case of Kabir, the first manuscripts of works 
attributed to him do not appear until 1 50 years after his death; in the case of the 
vac ana makers, the interval was twice as long.14

Many readers will find parallels here with Latin and medieval European 
literary cultures. These include the invention (or at least far wider use) of writing 
in the fourth and third centuries b c e  in Rome, and the invention of literature 
around 240 b c e  with the adaptations by Livius Andronicus of Homer and the 
Attic tragedians; the subsequent cosmopolitan career of Latin, and the uni
formity and wide diffusion of Latin literary culture; the vernacular transform
ations in the north of Europe in the ninth century (first at Alfred’s Wessex) and 
in the south in the twelfth-fourteenth (Sicily, Occitan), which uncannily parallel 
Indian developments in the south in the ninth century (Karnataka) and in the 
north in the twelfth-fourteenth (Gujarat, Orissa, Assam, Bengal); the place of 
Islamicate literary cultures in the vernacularization processes in northern India 
and southern Europe, Islam’s eastern and western frontiers up to the fifteenth 
century; and the second, or spiritual, vernacular revolution in India that bears 
comparison with the Reformation. Whatever causal factors may lie behind this 
larger Eurasian literary-cultural history, the local differences in developments 
are as significant as the parallels.15 Such differences mark their respective manu
script cultures, too.

III .  M A T E R I A L I T I E S  OF M A N U S C R I P T  C U L T U R E  I N  I N D I A

T he propagation of the courtly-vernacular revolution required a set of corre
lative transformations in the more concrete aspects of literary culture. Centrally 
important were the development of vernacular orthographies and of the 
grammatical, lexicographical and other philological appurtenances upon which 
such orthographies rested. Orthographical reform turned out to be far less 
problematic than in Europe, not only technologically, since brahmi could easily 
be adapted to vernacular phonologies, but also ideologically. We find in India 
nothing similar to the situation in thirteenth-century Castile, where the arch
bishop was in charge of the chancery ex officio, and the reform of spelling in the 
service of vernacularization bordered on sin.16 The development of a vigorous 
vernacular philology is to be found across southern India from the beginning of
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Figure i. Language map.

84

KASHMIR!

PANJABI

PASHTO

H IN f öV t fKDU !

NEPA1I

S NDHI

GUJARAT!

BAY OF BENGAL

8AMGLA

ASSAMESE

BALUCHI

ARABIAN SEA

MALAYA L A M !

5INHALA



The History o f the Book in South Asia 11

Literary culture and manuscript culture in precolonial India

the vernacular age, but the situation in the north is far more obscure to us. For 
Brajbhasha (the literary language of what is now often called the ‘Hindi belt’), 
scribes and commentators seem to have been perfectly aware of regional gram
matical norms, but aside from the production of a few lexicons this knowledge 
was almost never systematized, not even by poets and scholars who were steeped 
from their childhood in the systematicity of the Sanskrit tradition, and in some 
cases dramatically espoused systematicity when it came to other disciplines, such 
as vernacular rhetoric.17 It is puzzling that not a single north Indian precolonial 
grammar was produced, in a culture where language analysis had attained an 
uncommon degree of sophistication and where examples of such grammars 
abounded in the south. Similarly in Europe, it was in England under King Alfred 
in the early ninth century that one of the earliest grammatical cultures was 
promoted, which formed the background for Aelfric’s English Grammatica a 
century later (995). By contrast, Italian grammars would not appear until the 
beginning of the sixteenth century (starting with Fortunio’s Regole in 15 16 ). 
Substantial evidence exists nonetheless to suggest that, whether textualized or 
not, such forms of philological knowledge in India served to ‘assemble’ and 
standardize the vernaculars in a way that upends most theories of vernacular 
standardization that depend on printing .18

O f a piece with the individuation of vernacular languages through philological 
attention is the development of regional scripts. As noted earlier, all south Asian 
and south-eastern Asian scripts derive ultimately from brahmi in one or other of 
its forms. The great move toward a more regularized and definitive regionaliz
ation of scripts coincided with the revolution in vernacular literary culture.19 
There are two tendencies in these developments that seem to me important for a 
larger cultural theory and that are intriguingly the inverse of developments in 
Europe. First, the cosmopolitan languages (above all Sanskrit, but also Prakrit 
and Apabhramsha) could be and were (and often continue to be) written in any 
of the regional scripts. We thus find Sanskrit epigraphs inscribed in what we can 
by the eleventh or twelfth century justifiably name the bangla, Javanese, kannada, 
khmer, oriya and telugu scripts.20 Second, script and vernacular language took on 
an increasingly one-to-one fit, and, correlatively, scripts were ever more carefully 
differentiated among each other: kannada from telugu, malayalam from tamil, 
bangla from hindi or rather devanagari. This was a tendency only consummated 
and not commenced in modernity.21 The contrast with Europe is stark: Latin 
followed the rule of the non-arbitariness and non-substitutability of the sign, as 
Anderson has called it, of all cosmopolitan languages other than Sanskrit such 
as Arabic, Chinese or Greek. To be sure, modifications in the Latin script itself 
did occur, including the important simplification from Merovingian cursive to 
Caroline miniscule, but mutually unintelligible written forms of Latin never 
developed; late-medieval scribes were perfectly able to read earlier manuscripts.22 
By contrast, among western European vernaculars the tendency, intensifying in 
modernity, has been toward increasing commonality by the uniform use of the 
Latin alphabet.
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Two qualifications to this picture of Sanskrit ecumenicism and vernacular 
difference need to be made. First, the one-to-one relationship between vernacu
lar language and script was relatively slow in consolidating. In multilingual 
Vijayanagara, the last imperial formation in pre-M ughal India (c. 1340- 1565), the 
relationship was still fluid to some degree. Thus we find Sanskrit documents 
issued by the court in kannada, nandinagari (a form of southern devanagari), 
telugu and devanagari; Kannada in kannada, telugu, devanagari; Telugu in 
kannada, telugu and devanagari, and so on .23 In north India the language-script 
relationship was even more variable. Manuscripts of the Hindi (and very Hindu) 
Ram-carit-manas (discussed below), were written not only in devanagari but also 
in kaithi (a cursive ‘clerk’s’ script widespread in north India), and perso-arabic; 
whereas Sufi works like Candayan ( 1379, whose author, Maulana Daud, wrote 
the original, as he tell us, in ‘Turki’ letters) circulated not only in perso-arabic 
but also in devanagari. By contrast, accounts of the history of the Bangla 
Gaitanya-caritamrta (also discussed below) seem to suggest that copies had to be 
in bangla characters, which could not easily be prepared in Vrindavan to the west, 
where the work itself was composed and where its custodians, the Gosvamins 
(spiritual masters of the Vaisnava tradition), had settled .24

The second qualification is already inferable from the above: there was a 
distinct tendency, found from a relatively early period and sometimes it seems 
reinforced by phono-graphic considerations, to write Sanskrit in a script other 
than that employed for the local language. Grantha was thus used consistently 
for Sanskrit in Tamil country (instead of vattelutu and later tamil, both scripts 
lacking signs for the aspirated stops of Sanskrit) and in nandinagari in the 
Deccan. This tendency contributed toward the trans-regional spread of devana
gari in Karnataka already in the ninth century. Again we can observe that what 
has become something of a literary-cultural norm in modern nationalist India -  
the concomitance of Sanskrit and nagari -  was a strong tendency already in the 
medieval period.

We may also perceive further evidence of the persistence of traditional tech
nologies in the face of the innovations that eventually became central to modern 
literary cultures. The indifference to writing prior to the m id-third century b c e , 

as evinced by the grammarian Panini, has already been suggested. O f a piece with 
this is the general unconcern with paper. Although this was introduced into 
the subcontinent sometime in the thirteenth century, it had no consequences in 
India remotely comparable to the European and Islamicate experience, where 
by providing a cheap alternative to parchment it opened up communication 
practices. Scribes in many places in India continued to prefer traditional writing 
materials, especially palmyra leaf in the south and birch bark in the north, well 
into the modern era. (It was the Mughal state, by contrast, in its desire to imitate 
the glories of Baghdad and Cairo, that came to be known as Kaghazi Raj, or Paper 
Kingdom .)25

M ore speculative is the case of block-print technology. It is likely this was 
made known to north Indians after Tibetans learned of it from China in the ninth
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century, though actual proof of the existence of xylographic printing for Tibetan 
is not available until the fifteenth century, when the Tibetan Buddhist canon was 
printed under the M ing dynasty. ‘Indian Buddhist pandits in Tangut realms 
during the eleventh century (e.g. Jayananda) and later Indian visitors to the 
Mongol empire would likely have been among the first Indians to be aware of 
printing, though perhaps even someone like Devaputra, who was active in the 
Dunhuang area in western China in the m id-tenth century, would have known of 
printed Buddhist dharanis (mystical formulae). The numerous Varanasi pandits 
who visited the Fifth Dalai Lama’s court from 1642 onwards included some who 
helped to correct texts published in Lhasa (e.g. the bilingual Avadanakalpalata) 
so we can be sure that some of them were entirely aware of xylography.’ 26 As for 
movable-type printing, a few books were produced by the Portuguese in Goa in 
the 1550s, but significantly the experiment was shortlived and did not spread. As 
for the Mughals, it is doubtful they knew about printing at first hand, but they 
must have been exposed to printed books brought by European travellers, though 
they too had no interest in making their own. One may suppose the Mughals’ 
indifference was related to their calligraphic tradition, which was unsuited to 
mechanical reproduction, but this would not explain the indifference of Hindus, 
for whom calligraphy was never a central cultural value. At all events, it seems 
clear that printing was another of the technologies that people in south Asia 
rejected as inferior or irrelevant to the material realities of their literary cultures. 
As Fernand Braudel once perceptively noted, ‘civilizations’ are defined as much 
by what they refuse from others as by what they borrow .27

IV. S C R I P T - M E R C A N T I L I S M

As I suggested at the start, the effects of print often seem to be exaggerated in 
scholarship, as least from the perspective of a student of south Asia. Here the 
true watershed in the history of communicative media was the invention, not of 
print-capitalism, but of script-mercantilism, so to call it, of the sort found in 
both Sanskrit and vernacular cultures. (The commercial side of this develop
ment became increasingly dominant in the course of the late medieval period, 
though I use the phrase here more broadly to include pre-print publishing 
sponsored by the court or religious institutions.) This manuscript culture was 
enormously productive and efficient. The more than thirty million manuscripts 
estimated still to be extant (eight million in Rajasthan alone), along with many 
hundreds of thousands of inscriptions, represent the merest fraction of what 
must once have been produced. (Consider that for all of Greek literature, 
classical, Hellenistic, and Byzantine, some thirty thousand manuscripts are 
extant -  a figure that the Indie materials thus exceed by a factor of 1000.)28 This 
was a cultural economy constituted by professional scribes and patrons who 
purchased their wares as well as by non-professionals who copied for personal 
use or for family members or teachers.

As in the case of the vernacular revolutions and the script transformations that
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accompanied them, we have no good accounts of the pre-print publishing 
industry of south Asia, least of all of such core features of manuscript culture as 
the conditions of manuscript diffusion. For very few texts do we have any sense 
of the pace or networks of manuscript distribution, or how language and genre 
affected these. As a kind of prolegomenon to a fuller account, four brief case 
studies are offered here, of four different socio-cultural publishing contexts: one 
courtly-literate, one religious-literate, one religious showing mixed oral-literate 
transmission, and one that might be called the market context of the early- 
modern intellectual economy. Although several of the works in question are not 
in fact kavya, they serve to illustrate the kinds of circuits through which kavya 
also was distributed.

(1) The story of the production and dissemination of the Sanskrit-Prakrit- 
Apabhramsha grammar of the Jaina cleric and scholar Hemacandra, the 
Siddha-Hemacandra-Sabdanusasanam (c. 1140 ), is told in a fourteenth-century 
collection. The place of state patronage, the conditions of mass production 
and the remarkable expanse of the Sanskrit cosmopolitan order within which it 
circulated are explicitly addressed:

Now, the venerable Hemacandra, having examined the collection of grammars [obtained 
by his king, Jayasimha Siddharaja of the Caulukya dynasty of Gujarat, who had been 
eager to create a new grammar for his kingdom], made a new, glorious, miraculous text 
known as the Siddha-haima [the Grammar of Hemacandra and Siddharaja]. ... It 
consisted of sutras and an excellent commentary thereon, a dictionary of nouns, and a 
synonym lexicon. It was the very crest-jewel of grammatical texts and [came to be] held 
in esteem by scholars everywhere. ... The king spent 300,000 coins to have the book 
copied in the course of a year. At the king’s command, officials from every department 
zealously summoned three hundred scribes and showed hospitality to them. The books 
were copied, and one set was given to the most energetic scholar of each and every school 
of thought.

The text circulated and grew famous in all lands [regions from Nepal to Sri Lanka, and 
from Persia to Assam are listed]. Twenty copies along with explanations were sent by the 
king with great gratitude to the Kashmiris [from whom he had borrowed the Sanskrit 
grammars on which he modeled his own], and the text was deposited in their library.

(2) Books were produced and disseminated not only by political orders but also 
by spiritual lineages. In the Jaina tradition, lay communities regularly commis
sioned the copying of canonical and paracanonical texts and presented them to 
mendicant orders Tor reading and [public] exegesis’ .29 The most remarkable 
example of religiously motivated, and tightly controlled, text-reproduction in 
pre-modern India is offered by the Bangla-language Caitanya-caritamrta 
(Immortal Deeds of Caitanya) of Krsnadasa Kaviraj, a poetic biography of the 
religious reformer Caitanya (died c. 1533), composed around 1600, not in Bengal, 
but far to the west in Vrindavan, an important sacred centre of Vaishnavism. This 
is one of the most often reproduced texts in the history of Indian manuscript 
culture, now existing in more than two thousand copies -  virtually identical 
copies. There is none of Eisenstein’s Textual drift’ here; print was not the sole
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bulwark against variation. The publication history of this text has recently been 
reconstructed:

A single copy of the work was hand carried back to Bengal by a trio of ‘missionaries’ sent 
to reorganize the Bengali community. The leader of that group, Srinivasacarya, was a 
professional scribe and ‘publisher’, already prominent in Vaisnava circles for that exper
tise. (The Gosvamis, spiritual masters of the sect, complain of the impossibility of getting 
good copies of texts made anywhere in the Braj vicinity far to the west of Bengal, so they 
send back to Bengal for copies; it is not clear if this was because of script issues or some
thing else.) Their cart of books containing the Caitanya-caritamrta was stolen near 
Visnupur, only to reappear in the treasury of local raja Vira Hamvira, who was eventually 
converted and ‘initiated [into the Vaisvana faith] with the book’. Srinivasa instructed Vira 
Hamvira to finance copies so that the book could never be lost again. The first copies 
were dispatched back to Braj and to the trio. Sometime between 1600 and 1620, a series 
of festivals was organized to celebrate the death anniversaries of the last devotees to have 
known Caitanya. At every festival, copies of the book were distributed to each lineage as 
its representatives left for home. Copies of the Caitanya-caritamrta, among other texts, 
were ceremonially distributed to each lineage. Copies of the text of the Caitanya- 
caritamrta and other key Vaisnava texts (some twenty-five are listed in the sources) were 
repeatedly copied for consumption all over Bengal, northern Orissa, and Braj. Because of 
the tight control of Srinivasa in the reproduction of the Caitanya-caritamrta (and other 
texts), there is decidedly little variation in the manuscripts -  a critical edition of the 
Caitanya-caritamrta would in fact make no sense, because copies are virtually identical, 
with variation consisting of nothing more than the occasional spelling error, the insertion 
of paratextual material in the form of chapter/verse citations, or the appending of 
commentary.30

(3) Undoubtedly the most popular poem composed in Hindi (more strictly, 
Avadhi) in the precolonial period is Tulsidas’s Ram-carit-manas (Holy Lake of 
the Deeds of the God Ram), c. 1575 . This was a work produced by a literate poet 
in written form, but it was the lips of wandering performers rather than palm 
leaves that ensured its vast dissemination and enormous popular impact (even 
within the poet’s lifetime his fame had spread a thousand miles to the west). This 
is in keeping with the spirit of the work, which refers to itself as a story-to-be- 
performed, a ‘telling’ (katha), rather than a book (granth), and from an early 
period accounts are available of the lives and lineages of those who won fame as 
oral performers or expounders. All that being readily admitted, the manuscript 
history of the work is also immeasurably vast, remarkably stable and entirely 
literate (the modest variations, aside from scribal error and occasional sectarian 
interpolation, have persuasively been attributed to different authorial versions). 
There is no evidence whatever of oral transmission of the sort made familiar in 
the combined work of Parry and L ord .31 Equally important, it was often the 
manuscript book of the poem that formed the basis of the kind of exegesis typical 
of performances: the first written commentary (late eighteenth century) was 
produced by an expounder who claimed to have in his possession the poet’s auto
graph manuscript: ‘Early expounders and commentators, not yet influenced by 
Western textual criticism, put great emphasis on obtaining the earliest and most
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authentic manuscripts.’ 32 Perhaps no better example exists of the peculiar 
relationship between oral and written in the ‘publication’ history of a late- 
precolonial Indian text.

(4) Around 1625 a scholar from the southern region of Andhra but residing 
in Varanasi wrote an introductory textbook on logic and ontology called the 
Tarka-samgraha, or ‘Compendium of Reasoning’. Such textbooks in the differ
ent scholarly disciplines were a new genre in Sanskrit intellectual history, 
designed to meet the needs of what was apparently a new pedagogical market. 
The precise nature of this market remains obscure to us, but its demand for 
manuscript books was clearly intense, and this was met by a production owing 
neither to royal nor to religious patronage, but to the efforts of autonomous 
scribes. These were often the individual readers themselves, who copied (as 
colophons so often tell us) ‘for my own reading’, ‘for teaching children’, ‘for my 
son’, ‘for helping others’, ‘for my own pleasure’ .33 But books were also purchased 
from professional scribes (often belonging to a caste specializing in clerkly 
culture, the kayasthas), often at very substantial cost.34 For the Tarka-samgraha, 
we cannot trace the publication history in the first two generations (the earliest 
extant manuscripts of the work and its auto-commentary date to the second 
decade of the eighteenth century), but the work had moved swiftly across all of 
India by about the mid-eighteenth century. More than four hundred manuscripts 
are extant (and these are only the manuscripts that have been catalogued) in at 
least five scripts, with more than twenty-five commentaries.35 And we should 
remember that in a traditional Indian educational environment, one manuscript 
went a long way: only one copy of the work would typically be required, being 
read aloud to the class by a student while being continuously commented on by 
the teacher.

This was a literary culture, one would have to conclude, for which an entirely 
adequate and appropriate technology had been developed and maintained for 
centuries.

V. S U M M A R Y  A N D  C O N C L U S I O N S

Literary culture and manuscript culture in pre-modern south Asia were 
largely co-extensive. M uch was produced in writing that was not literature, but 
literature, as locally defined, was always inscribed and what was not was not 
literature (but song or hymn or something else again). The old ways of orality, 
both as a phenomenon preserved from the Vedic world and as a feature of 
popular culture, continued to play a major role in how the literary text was 
actually experienced. But it is only an appreciation of the central place of writing 
in the constitution of regional literary cultures -  something of which vernacular 
poets and intellectuals were fully conscious -  that allows us to chart the revol
ution of the ‘vernacular millennium’ and the supplanting of the old cosmopoli
tan regime of culture and power that this revolution often represented.

Understanding pre-modern literary culture means also understanding the
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pragmatics of manuscript culture both internally and externally. Internally, 
we find an ever-intensifying process of cultural differentiation. A kind of 
synecdoche for this phenomenon (which comprised also a regularization of 
orthographies, lexicology and other elements of standardization) is the regional
ization of scripts, which sought an ever-tighter one-to-one correspondence with 
regional languages through the late-medieval period. Externally, the life of the 
manuscript book can be mapped according to a time-space matrix of dis
semination where language and genre were shaping factors, and where a wide 
spectrum of modalities in patronage and in the sphere and form of circulation is 
visible: from royal support to religious sponsorship to market forces; from 
limited geocultural domains to the vaster world of south and south-east Asia; 
from oral performance of a memorized text to texts meant for the peculiar oral- 
literate pedagogy of India, and even for private consumption. Whatever other 
conclusions we may wish to draw from these data, they suggest how uncertain it 
remains that the print-capitalism of modernity -  with the obliteration of oral text 
performance, the privatization of reading and the hyper-commodification of the 
book -  has had in India anything like the historic impact, in depth and extent, of 
pre-modern script-mercantilism.36
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