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Abstract
The enigmatic Vedic narrative of King Purūravas and his divine lover, Urvaśī, 
has been reproduced in many Sanskrit literary genres. In the epic tradition 
of the Harivaṃśa, the narrative highlights Purūravas’s kingly virtues. In the 
Viṣṇu Purāṇa, tellability is paramount and romantic elements are added. 
The Kathāsaritsāgara, a collection that exists primarily to entertain, adds 
details that accord with its own predilection for the supernatural and the 
sensational. The Padma and Matsya purāṇas add a ‘purāṇic’ touch by 
introducing Dharma, Artha and Kāma (Virtue, Profit and Love) in corporeal 
form. Kālidāsa recasts the narrative for dramatic effect in his Vikramorvaśīya, 
while the Skanda Purāṇa reproduces the narrative as ‘advertorials’ for 
various sacred sites. This chapter aims to show that a single mythic narrative, 
recurring in multiple contexts, is not a constant, stable unit. Its constituent 
mythemes form a polythetic network, which are reordered and reshaped to 
advance the transcreators’ discursive projects.
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Introduction
The more enigmatic, obscure and open-ended a narrative, the more diverse 
are the interpretations it invites. For the past three millennia, commentators, 
writers and scholars have found their own ways to make sense of the Vedic 
dialogue between the mortal king Purūravas and his divine lover, Urvaśī. 
Possibly the world’s oldest marital squabble, this exchange is contained 
in the tenth book of the Ṛg Veda, dating from at least 1000 BCE. Like an 
aria from a lost opera or an episode cut adrift from a miniseries, the context 
for the dialogue is missing. This ambiguity has provided a fertile field for 
interpretation. It shows how close reading of narratives can destabilise the 
idea that myths are constant and unchanging. Mythemes are generative and 
spark new creations when they appear in new literary ecosystems. 

Described as an ‘obscure song’ (dunkle Lied) (Geldner 1889: 243), an ‘odd 
hymn’ (Kosambi 1962: 53), a ‘curious dialogue’ (Macdonell and Keith 1912: 
3) and a ‘brief masterpiece’ (Jamison and Brereton 2014: 1548), the dialogue 
has fascinated Western scholars since the early days of Indology. For many 
centuries before Western Indological interest, Sanskrit authors transcreated, 
embellished and recast the dialogue and its surrounding narrative to tell 
their own stories and to satisfy their own discursive projects. There is already 
a  substantial literature on the various versions of the Purūravas–Urvaśī 
narrative, including surveys by Geldner (1889), Penzer (1926), Kosambi 
(1962) and Gaur (1974). These scholars describe the various transcreations, 
but in this chapter, I propose to explore the reasons for the variations 
and to demonstrate how they relate to the context in which the narrative 
is embedded.

Beginning with the Vedic dialogue itself and its significant elaboration in the 
Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa (ŚPB) of about 700 BCE, I will explore these different 
versions in roughly chronological order, bearing in mind the inherent 
difficulty of dating these sources. Drawing all this material together, we can 
discern a polythetic network of tropes—a category that is multiply (poly) 
composed (thetic) (Stormer 2016: 302). Members of such categories may 
share some but not necessarily all of a specific group of characteristics. This 
is a useful way of tying together and discerning commonalities among many 
diverse narratives from different eras that share certain tropes and images, 
including, in this case, lambs, lightning, nakedness and fire.
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There are many references to Purūravas and Urvaśī scattered throughout the 
Sanskrit literary archive. Many focus on Purūravas’s curious birth from his 
mother, Ilā, who was previously a man named Ila or Sudyumna. Purūravas 
is also often mentioned in lists of paradigmatic kings and progenitors. He is 
said to have fed the pitṛs in Heaven and to have stolen gold or a sacrificial altar 
from brahmins who killed him in revenge. There are also many mentions of 
Urvaśī, who appeared on Earth after the deities Mitra and Varuṇa spied on her 
and ejaculated into a clump of grass. In the Mahābhārata, she was Arjuna’s 
lover, and elsewhere appears in lists of prominent apsarases.1 There are other 
occasional brief mentions of the relationship between Purūravas and Urvaśī 
in the archive, but for the purposes of this investigation, I focus on the more 
detailed accounts of their relationship. Before doing so, it is necessary to 
introduce the foundational dialogue in the Ṛg Veda.

The source of the narrative: Ṛg Veda 10.95
Trying to discern Vedic society through the medium of its literary traces is, 
at best, like trying to describe a room while peering through a keyhole. The 
view is partial, limited and tantalising. The Purūravas–Urvaśī dialogue could 
only have made sense if the audience supplied or invented a backstory that 
has not survived. Vedic audiences would have recognised the two bickering 
characters. Purūravas, a mortal king, like Prometheus in the European 
tradition, was the giver of fire and a legendary progenitor of humankind. 
His  troubled spouse was Urvaśī, a semidivine female being known as an 
apsaras. Immortal, airborne and sexual, apsarases are also in some ill-defined 
way aquatic, riverine and fluid, as their name ap-sara (‘going among the 
waters’) suggests.

The interchange between Purūravas and Urvaśī is found in the final book, 
the tenth maṇḍala, of the Ṛg Veda. It is one of a small number of famous 
and well-studied ‘dialogue hymns’ or saṃvāda-sūkta (Jamison and Brereton 
2014: 1548–50).

Of the 18 verses of the song, all but the final constitute the dialogue itself. 
The last verse functions retrospectively as a narrative frame and reveals that 
the dialogue is being repeated by an anonymous voice. The speaker explains 
to Purūravas why a group of assembled deities—‘these gods here’ (devā́ 

1	  Useful guides to locating Purūravas and Urvaśī in Sanskrit literature include Macdonell and Keith 
(1912); and Ramachandra Dikshitar (1995).
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imá)—have just reminded him he will die the death of a mortal being, his 
offspring will sacrifice to the gods and he will eventually ‘rejoice in Heaven’ 
(svargá u tvám ápi mādayāse). 

In the following paragraphs, I will summarise the above verses and point out 
some features that become important in later retellings. The song begins 
with Purūravas pursuing his angry wife. He tries to mollify her and suggests 
they talk things over: ‘Hey, wife! Stand still, you cruel-minded woman! Let 
us two now exchange words. These thoughts, if unuttered, will not bring 
us joy even on a distant day’ (hayé jā́ye mánasā tíṣṭha ghore vácāṃsi miśrā́ 
kṛṇavāvahai nú) (1). Urvaśī refuses to discuss the situation and tells him to 
go home, saying: ‘I am as hard to attain as the wind’ (durāpanā́ vā́ta ivāhám 
asmi) (2). Purūravas adds that she is as unstoppable as a victorious arrow or 
a battle charge: no man can control her. She will keep on howling, Purūravas 
predicts, just like ewes keep on bleating (3). This throwaway simile assumes 
an important role in later versions.

Reflecting fondly on their relationship, Purūravas observes that Urvaśī had 
served her father-in-law conscientiously, was happy at home and ‘day and 
night she was pierced by my reed’ (dívā náktam śnathitā́ vaitaséna) (4). 
Urvaśī has no such happy recollections and complains that she was required 
to have sex three times a day, even though she had no desire for it: ‘You were 
then the king of my body’, she says, calling Purūravas—perhaps ironically as 
Jamison and Brereton (2014: 1548) suggest—a ‘hero’ (rājā̍ me vīra ta̱nvas 
tad ā̍sīḥ) (5).

At this point, Purūravas’s mind wanders and he imagines life without Urvaśī. 
His thoughts stray towards the attractive and amenable ranks of apsarases (6). 
Urvaśī tries to distract him from his reverie by reminding him that those same 
watery, riverine beings were present at the birth of his son. If the apsarases 
knew that Purūravas had a child, would he be a less attractive partner or is 
Urvaśī reminding him of his parental responsibilities? Even though Urvaśī 
flatters Purūravas, reminding him that the gods made him strong (7), 
he remains captive to his reverie. He continues to fantasise about undressing 
and caressing the apsarases, recalling how they pranced and nipped like 
ponies (8–9). 

Purūravas now begins to recall more fondly that Urvaśī, who has given him 
a son, Āyu, was also one of those divine beings (10), and Urvaśī reminds 
him that, as a husband, he was duty-bound to protect his wife, but on the 
contrary, he forced himself on her. His efforts to woo her back are a waste 
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of breath, she says (11). The mention of his son seems to soften Purūravas’s 
resolve. He worries that if Urvaśī leaves him, he will also lose the boy. Should 
not married couples stick together (12)? Urvaśī remains unmoved and 
abruptly offers to send him the child, referring to Āyu (callously?) in the 
neuter as ‘it’ (tát). Again, she urges Purūravas to give up and go home (13). 

Purūravas now changes tack and resorts to emotional blackmail. If he left for 
some distant place, he says, he might end up in the lap of disaster or be eaten by 
wolves (14). This has the desired effect and Urvaśī’s heart begins to melt. She 
implores him not to leave: ‘Purūravas, please don’t die. Please don’t fly away. 
Don’t let those cruel wolves devour you’ (púrūravo mā́ mṛthā mā́ prápapto 
mā́ tvā vṛ́kāso áśivāsa u kṣan). She adds an odd chaser: ‘There is no friendship 
with women: they have the hearts of jackals’ (ná vái stráiṇāni sakhyā́ni santi 
sālāvṛkā́ṇām hṛ́dayānyetā́). It is unclear whether she is apologising for the 
failure of their relationship or warning Purūravas off other females (15). 
Urvaśī then reminds Purūravas of the four years they spent together and how 
she was the ultimate cheap date, being satisfied with just a little ghee each 
day. Like the simile of the ewe in Verse 3 above, this seemingly insignificant 
mention of ghee also plays an important part in later retellings (16). Now it is 
Purūravas’s turn to soften. He flatters Urvaśī, claiming that the ‘good deed’ 
(suukṛ̱ta) of her returning home will be repaid in the long term (17).

The concluding verse, as mentioned above, provides an outer narrative frame. 
The narrator (himself a deity?) explains to Purūravas why ‘these gods here’ 
said he would die like any other mortal. They know that Urvaśī did indeed 
return to Purūravas and that he had vowed to live in whichever realm she had 
chosen. As she elected the world of mortals, Purūravas willingly gave up his 
chance of immortality and acquired the ‘bond to death’ (mṛ̱tyúbaandhuḥ) 
mentioned by the gods. The deities had told Purūravas that his progeny 
would offer sacrifices to the gods with oblations because he ‘discovered’ the 
threefold sacred fire, and that he would ‘rejoice in Heaven’ (18).

Creating a context: Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa 
11.5.1
Later transcreations of the Purūravas–Urvaśī narrative, while ultimately 
derived from the Vedic verses, are mediated through a version found in 
the Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa. The Brāhmaṇas are defined as ‘running prose 
commentary’ on the four main Vedas and present ‘explanations of the meaning 
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and usage of the liturgical texts’ (Proferes 2018; Lubin 2019) or, as stated by 
Witzel: ‘The Brāhmaṇa style prose texts thus are the oldest explanations, in 
fact native commentaries, of the literal meaning of the Mantras, of their ritual 
applications, and of their often hidden secret import’ (2003: 81).

In the case of the Purūravas–Urvaśī dialogue, the Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa 
provides a commentary, explanation and embellishment in 17 verses of prose 
narrative. There are three aspects to the Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa’s treatment. 
First, it makes explicit what I described above as the assumed knowledge of 
Vedic audiences—that is, the background information required to make 
sense of the song. Second, it quotes several lines directly from the song and 
places these in a broader context. Third, it elaborates on the original by 
extrapolating from specific words or phrases or by adding entirely new twists 
to the dialogue. In the following paragraphs, I summarise the dialogue as 
preserved in the Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa and point out these three features. 

The dialogue is situated in a section of the Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa that deals 
with the Agnihotra sacrifice generally. The narrative seems to be adapted to 
explain the origin of the sacred fire used in these rituals, hence the connection 
with Purūravas. The English translation below is based on Eggeling (1900), 
but I have updated and de-bowdlerised it with reference to the Sanskrit 
text from the Göttingen Register of Electronic Texts in Indian Languages 
and the Venkateshwar Steam Press (1940) edition. Direct quotations from 
the Ṛg Veda are given in italics. The gandharvas mentioned in the text are 
semidivine beings—often seen as the male counterparts of the apsarases:

The apsaras Urvaśī loved Purūravas, the son of Iḍā. When she married 
him, she said, ‘Pound me three times a day with your “reed-rod”, but 
do not lie with me against my will. And do not let me see you naked, 
for this is the way to behave to us women.’

She then lived with him for a long time, and became pregnant to him, 
so long had they been together. Then the gandharvas said to one 
another, ‘This Urvaśī has indeed lived among men for a long time. 
Devise some means so that she may return to us.’ Now, a ewe with 
twin lambs was tied to her bed, and the gandharvas then carried off 
one of the two.

‘Alas,’ she cried, ‘as if in a place without a hero or a man, they are 
taking away my son!’ When they carried off the second lamb, she said 
the same thing again.
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Then this [Purūravas] thought to himself, ‘How can a place be 
without a hero or a man if I am here?’ And thinking that it would 
take too long to get dressed, he leapt up after them, completely naked. 
The gandharvas caused a flash of lightning, and she beheld him 
naked as if by daylight, and immediately vanished. ‘I’m back!’ he said, 
but behold! she had disappeared. Wailing with sorrow he wandered 
all over Kurukṣetra. There was a lotus-lake called Anyataḥplakṣā. 
He walked along its bank, and there apsarases were swimming about 
in the form of waterbirds.

She [Urvaśī] recognised him and said, ‘This is the man I lived with.’ 
They then said, ‘Let us appear to him!’ ‘So be it!’ she replied, and they 
appeared to him.

He then recognised her and implored her, ‘Hey, wife! Stand still, you 
cruel-minded woman! Let us two now exchange words. These thoughts, 
if unuttered, will not bring us joy even on a distant day.’ That is what 
he said to her.

The other replied to him, ‘What shall I do with this speech of yours? 
I have stepped forth, like the foremost of the dawns. Go home again, 
Purūravas. I am like the wind, difficult to catch. You did not do what 
I said. Now it is difficult for you to catch me. Go home again.’ That is 
what she implied to him.

He then said with sadness, ‘If I, dear to the gods, should fly away today, 
never to return, to go to the most distant distance, then I might lie in the 
lap of Nirṛti, Goddess of Death. Then again the ravening wolves might 
eat me. Sudeva might string himself up, or he might flee, and then 
wolves or dogs might devour him.’ That is what he implied. 

The other replied to him, ‘Don’t die, Purūravas. Don’t fly away. 
Don’t let the cruel wolves eat you. There are no friendships with women. 
They have the hearts of jackals. Don’t take this to heart. There is no 
friendship with women. Go home again.’ That is what she implied 
to him.

‘When in different form I walked among mortals and spent the nights 
there for four autumns, once a day I ate a drop of ghee. From that alone 
I am still sated now.’ This is the fifteen-verse dialogue that was handed 
down by the Bahvṛcas. Her heart began to soften.2

2	  The Vedic dialogue has 18 verses. Various attempts have been made to explain this discrepancy.
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She said, ‘Come here in the evening one year from now. Then you will 
lie with me for one night, and a son will be born to you.’ He came at 
night one year later and there stood a golden palace. They then said to 
him alone, ‘Go inside!’ and urged her to join him.

She then said, ‘Tomorrow morning the gandharvas will grant you a 
boon, and you must make a choice.’ He said, ‘You must choose for 
me.’ She replied, ‘Say, “Let me become one of you.”’ In the morning 
the gandharvas granted him a boon, and he said, ‘Let me become one 
of you.’

They said, ‘Surely there is not among men that sacred form of fire 
by sacrificing with which one may become one of us.’ They put fire 
into a vessel, and gave it to him saying, ‘By sacrificing with this, you 
will become one of us.’ He took it [the fire] and his son, and set off 
for home. He then placed the fire in the forest, and went to the village 
with the boy, saying ‘I will go back’ [but on reaching the forest], 
behold!, the fire had disappeared. What had been the fire was an 
aśvattha tree, and what had been the vessel was a śamī tree. He then 
returned to the gandharvas.

They said, ‘For one year cook enough rice for four people. Take three 
sticks each time from this aśvattha tree, anoint them with ghee, and 
put them on the fire with verses containing the words “stick” and 
“ghee”. The fire which results from these will be that [very fire which 
is required].’

They said, ‘But that is indeed secret knowledge. Instead, make a 
spindle of aśvattha wood, and a hearth board of sami wood. The fire 
which results from these will be that [very fire].’ 

They said, ‘But that also is secret knowledge. Instead, make a spindle 
of aśvattha wood, and a hearth board of aśvattha wood. The fire 
which results from these will be that [very fire].’

He then made a spindle of aśvattha wood, and a hearth board of 
aśvattha wood, and the fire which resulted from these was that 
[very fire]. By offering with that, he became one of the gandharvas. 
One should therefore make a spindle and a hearth board of aśvattha 
wood, and the fire which results from these will be that [very 
fire]. By offering with that, one becomes one of the gandharvas. 
(ŚPB, 11.5.1.1–17)
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How does this account in the Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa relate to the Ṛg Veda? 
First, as mentioned above, it serves the Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa’s purposes 
in the elaboration of Agni in that the Purūravas–Urvaśī narrative explains 
how the threefold sacred fire came into the world. This version appears as a 
‘prequel’ to the Vedic dialogue. Here, Urvaśī sets the ground rules for their 
marriage: they may have sexual intercourse three times a day, but it must be 
consensual. In the Ṛg Veda, Urvaśī looks back on their failed relationship 
and lists the complaints against Purūravas, which include ‘piercing’ her with 
his ‘reed’ without consent. The Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa adds a new twist, or 
possibly reveals an element that could have been prior knowledge to the 
audience of the Ṛg Veda but was not made explicit: the prohibition on 
Purūravas appearing naked. In the Veda, Urvaśī gives nonconsensual sex as 
one of her reasons for leaving Purūravas. In the Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa, the 
fact that Purūravas appeared naked and broke their agreement was added as 
a second reason for her departure.

In the older version, Purūravas observes that Urvaśī will keep up her 
complaints just as a ewe will keep bleating. This throwaway line has morphed 
into an integral part of the more developed plot in the brāhmaṇa in the form 
of Urvaśī’s pet sheep and the twin lambs at her bedside. Purūravas’s eventual 
discovery of Urvaśī and the apsarases in the form of waterbirds accords with 
the watery, riverine aspects of their natures. Here again, an image in the 
Veda is echoed or amplified in the brāhmaṇa: the postcoital apsarases are 
compared to waterbirds, possibly ‘ducks’, preening themselves.3 

Once the prequel has concluded, the Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa begins its own 
interaction with the main narrative from the Veda. In this sense, it is now 
doing what brāhmaṇas are supposed to do. Having provided a context for the 
Vedic text, it now explains the meaning by quoting directly from the dialogue 
and providing a summary with some additional explanation. It created an 
entire backstory to the Vedic text by sketching Purūravas and Uravśī’s 
marriage, their prenuptial pact, the gandharvas’ scheme to win her back, the 
theft of the lambs and the breaking of the pact. This provides an explanation 
for their estrangement and creates the setting for the Vedic dialogue on the 
shores of Lake Anyataḥplakṣā. 

3	  The word is ā̱tayo̱ from āti (f.), given by Monier-Williams (2009) as ‘a waterbird’, with the cognate 
anas, anati-s (‘duck’) in Latin. This episode spawned a whole cottage industry of ‘swan maiden’ studies. 
See Fass Leavy (1994).
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In addition to the ewe and lambs, the brāhmaṇa lifted other key words from 
the Vedic account, weaving them into a more complex literary narrative. 
The metaphor of lightning, to which Urvaśī is compared in the earlier text, 
reappears as the dazzling flash created by the gandharvas to reveal Purūravas’s 
nakedness. The word ‘hero’, sarcastically (?) thrown in Purūravas’s face in the 
Veda, occurs again when Urvaśī laments the lack of heroes after her lambs 
have been stolen. 

To summarise the Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa’s contribution to the development 
of the Purūravas–Urvaśī narrative, first, it explains and provides a context 
for the Vedic root text. It does so by supplying a prequel to the dialogue that 
explains how, where and why the marital squabble took place. In addition to 
providing explanation and context, it introduces several important tropes, 
ultimately derived from the Vedic song, but greatly elaborated. It either 
invented or clarified the reason for Urvaśī’s departure: the compact she made 
with Purūravas and its rupture. The simile of Urvaśī bleating like a ewe was 
substantiated into her pet sheep and its two lambs. Purūravas’s statement that 
Urvaśī will ‘flash forth’ was reconceived as the gandharvas’ bolt of lightning. 
Finally, the brāhmaṇa also greatly expanded on the idea of sacrificial fire, 
which was merely hinted at in the original. As we will see in the following 
paragraphs, all these innovations become key tropes in the later development 
of the narrative.

Epic elaboration: The Harivaṃśa and 
Vāyu Purāṇa
The Harivaṃśa (HV) styles itself as a khila or supplement to the 
Mahābhārata, but its content and style closely follow the model of a purāṇa. 
In the opening verses, the sage Śaunaka says to the son of the sūta, the 
traditional narrator of  the Mahābhārata: ‘[In the epic] you described the 
birth of the Kurus, son of Lomaharṣaṇa, but not of the Vṛṣṇis and Andhakas. 
It befits you to speak of them’ (HV, 1.17).4 These two lineages or vaṃśa 
culminate in Kṛṣṇa (Hari), the account of whose deeds occupies a large part 
of the text. 

4	  tatra janma kurūṇām vai tvayoktaṃ laumharṣṇe | na tu vṛṣṇyandhakānāṃ ca tad bhavan vaktum 
arhati || (HV, 1.17). 
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The Harivaṃśa is of indeterminate age but is younger than the epics and 
probably contemporaneous with the earlier purāṇas. Like members of the 
latter genre, the Harivaṃśa also describes the creation and cyclical destruction 
of the universe, the dimensions of the world, the historical lineages and so 
on. Some versions, such as the 1967 Gita Press edition, include a substantial 
account of the Purūravas–Urvaśī narrative. The Critical Edition also has 
a version of the story, but it is much shorter and omits most, if not all, 
of the drama (Vaidya 1969: 21.1–10). True to the style of the Mahābhārata, 
the narrative in the Harivaṃśa is recounted by Vaiśampāyana, the original 
narrator of the epic, to King Janamejaya. The Harivaṃśa version, which 
extends to 49 verses, comes towards the beginning of a purāṇic description 
of the world and its peopling by the descendants of the patriarch Manu. 

A similar version of the narrative appears in the same context in the Vāyu 
Purāṇa (VaP, 2.29.1–45). This version has the generic purāṇic framing 
device in which the narrative is related by the sūta to an assembly of sages. 
It is four verses shorter than the Harivamśa’s, but the wording in both sources 
is nearly identical and the differences are trivial. Either one was copied from 
the other or they share a common origin. 

The discursive function of both the Harivaṃśa and the Vāyu Purāṇa at 
the point at which the narrative is included is to magnify the importance of 
Manu’s descendants and to describe their kingly virtues as part of the leadup 
to the advent of Kṛṣṇa. Among the innovative features of the narrative as 
it appears in these sources are the four opening verses. In this context, the 
addition of stereotypical verses in praise of Purūravas’s regal qualities furthers 
the discursive objectives of the Harivaṃśa and Vāyu Purāṇa at this point: 

Vaiśampāyana said: Budha’s son Purūravas was learned, energetic 
and generous, your majesty, and performed sacrifices with lavish fees. 
He was conversant with brahman, powerful and his enemies could 
not defeat him in battle. That king maintained the sacred fires in 
his house and undertook many sacrifices. He was truthful, pious, 
attractive and his sexual urges were controlled. At that time none in 
the three worlds equalled him in glory. Having cast off her pride, the 
illustrious Urvaśī chose as her partner that devout, patient, virtuous 
and truthful man. (HV, 1.17.1–4)

The account as it appears in these two sources fast-forwards to Purūravas’s 
relationship with Urvaśī, adding a flowery description of all the mythical 
locations in which they spent time together. In response to a question 
about how this relationship between Purūravas and Urvaśī came about, the 
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narrator in both versions picks up the story, in the main, from the Śatapatha 
Brāhmaṇa. The ‘pounding with the reed-rod’ has been dropped, but three 
conditions are stated. First, that her sheep never leave her bedside—but 
‘sheep’, no longer ‘lambs’. Second, she must never see Purūravas naked, which 
is also carried over from the earlier source, as is the ban on nonconsensual 
sex. Finally, she only eats butter. The Veda’s seemingly idle reflection on the 
economical nature of her existence has been elevated to become the third 
condition of their relationship. 

The gandharvas’ desire to win Urvaśī back and their plot to snatch the sheep 
have been retained, with the introduction of a gandharva named Viśvāvasu 
to carry out the raid. The flash of lightning, the breaking of the pact, Urvaśī’s 
disappearance, Purūravas’s search and her eventual discovery were retained, 
but the name of the lake—Anyataḥplakṣā in the earlier source—appears as 
Haimavatī, with a sacred ford called Plakṣatīrtha. The tantalising suggestion 
that the apsarases were in the form of waterbirds has been dropped, as have 
all but one of the citations from the Ṛg Veda. Even the remaining one is 
truncated and garbled. These versions give jāye tiṣṭha manasā ghore vacasi 
tiṣṭha ha where the Veda has hayé jā́ye mánasā tíṣṭha ghore vácāṃsi miśrā́ 
kṛṇavāvahai nú. 

The remaining tropes—the couple’s reunion after a year, the gandharvas’ 
boon, the fire pan and the aśvattha and śamī trees—have all been retained. 
The gandharvas’ inexplicable demand for rice for four people and their first 
suggestion for fire-making have been dropped. In the Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa, 
Purūravas creates a single fire to attain the realm of gandharvas, but in these 
later versions, he divides the fire in three, thereby providing an origin myth 
for the practice of maintaining three sacrificial fires known as tretāgni. 

Romantic twists: Viṣṇu Purāṇa
The Viṣṇu Purāṇa, dating from about the middle of the first millennium 
CE, is one of the more purāṇic purāṇas, as the bulk of its six books conform 
to the pañca-lakṣaṇa or five characteristic topics covered by the genre: the 
creation of the world, its periodic destruction and re-creation, the origin of 
gods and men, the cosmic cycles and the royal dynasties. There is significant 
dilation on this last topic in the fifth book, which is devoted to the deeds 
of Kṛṣṇa. 
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As a purported history of the universe, the Viṣṇu Purāṇa is prolix and 
literary. One senses it was created to entertain as well as to uplift. As such, the 
Viṣṇu Purāṇa takes the narrative up a level. As with the previous versions, the 
Purūravas–Urvaśī narrative in the Viṣṇu Purāṇa (4.6.23–50) is placed in a 
‘chronological’ account of the Lunar Dynasty, the descendants of Manu and 
Soma. This elaborate prose narrative in 27 verses is a romance. We glimpse 
Urvaśī’s backstory with Mitra and Varuṇa, the deities who ‘shed their seed’ 
and cursed her to live on Earth. This episode exists in a different context 
in the Ṛg Veda (7.34.11) but is first integrated with the Purūravas–Urvaśī 
narrative in this purāṇa. Purūravas falls in love with Urvaśī at first sight, and 
she with him, but their relationship is subject to the three conditions that 
have by now become canonical: the sheep, the prohibition on nakedness and 
the provision of ghee.

The Viṣṇu Purāṇa continues to add details to the basic plot. The entry 
of  the naked king has been amplified and elaborated: now he is wielding 
a sword and shouting, ‘Thief! Thief! You’re dead!’ (duṣṭa duṣṭa hato ‘sīti). 
While Purūravas is searching for Urvaśī, he is both frenzied and naked. She is 
swimming with four apsarases. At this point, Purūravas shouts the famous 
words from the Veda: ‘Hey! That’s my wife! Wait, you hardhearted woman. 
Wait! Speak to me!’ To this, the Viṣṇu Purāṇa adds ‘and so on’ (vacasīty 
anekaprakāraṃ sūktam avocat), suggesting that the audience will recognise 
this speech. In this version, Urvaśī is already pregnant when Purūravas finds 
her swimming in the lake. She tells him to come back in a year to meet his son 
and to spend another night together. Purūravas does so, meets his son Āyus 
(note the slight name change) and they conceive another five sons. As above, 
Urvaśī suggested that Purūravas ask the gandharvas for a boon so that he 
might become one of them to stay with her forever.

The aspect of the narrative dealing with the sacred fire is also considerably 
elaborated in the Viṣṇu Purāṇa. We have much more of Purūravas’s internal 
monologue as he purposely abandons the pan of fire in the forest, later 
regrets this decision and returns to retrieve it. There is also interesting detail 
not found elsewhere about the creation of the fire-sticks: ‘Measuring with 
his thumb as he chanted the Gāyatrī mantra, he made a fire-stick twenty-four 
inches long, as that is the number of syllables in the verse’ (tatpramāṇaṃ 
cāṅgulaiḥ kurvan gāyatrīm apaṭhat; VP, 4.6.48). The narrative closes with 
a quote from an unidentified source: ‘That’s why they say, “In the beginning 
there was just a single fire, but during the current Manvantara, Ilā’s son 
divided it in three”’ (eko ‘gnir ādāv abhavad ailena tv atra manvantare 
tredhā pravartita iti; VP, 4.6.50).
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Pure entertainment: Kathāsaritsāgara
While the Viṣṇu Purāṇa both informs and entertains, the Kathāsaritsāgara 
(KSS) (the ‘Ocean of Streams of Stories’) was created to provide amusement. 
Dating from the eleventh century CE, this vast rambling compendium of 
22,000 verses consists of multiply embedded narratives collated from all 
corners of the Sanskrit literary archive.5

In this source, the King of Vatsa was reflecting on a recent period of 
separation from his wife Vāsavadattā (KSS, 3.3). He related this version 
of the Purūravas–Urvaśī narrative as a parallel to his own condition of loss 
and misery. His situation is used as a framing device to accommodate the 
narrative, but it also fulfills the discursive function of the Kathāsaritsāgara 
as an encyclopaedic accumulation. This is also a common narrative technique 
in the Mahābhārata, in which characters reflect on their own situation by 
repeating a story of others in similar circumstances. As the summary below 
will demonstrate, there are numerous elaborations and embellishments, 
all of which heighten the narrative’s ‘tellability’.

Purūravas, ‘a devotee of Viṣṇu’, first spied Urvaśī in Nandana, Indra’s pleasure 
grove, and was attracted to her. Viṣṇu instructed the divine seer Nārada to tell 
Indra to find a way to unite the couple. The sage did so, and the happy pair 
descended to Earth together. Purūravas subsequently returned to Heaven 
to aid Indra in a war against his eternal adversaries, the demons known as 
Dānavas. After they had been defeated, Purūravas saw the apsaras Rambhā 
dancing at Indra’s victory festival. Purūravas insulted the dancing instructor, 
a gandharva by the name of Tumburu, by suggesting that he, Purūravas, 
could do a better job himself. Tumburu cursed Purūravas to be separated 
from Urvaśī ‘until he worships Kṛṣṇa’ (KSS, 3.3.23). Many of these events 
are also found with slight variation in Kālidāsa’s Vikramorvaśīya (see below).

When Purūravas informed Urvaśī of the curse, it struck her ‘like a bolt from 
the blue’ (akālāśanipāta; KSS, 3.3.24)—a simile that seems to resonate with 
the lightning of other versions. The gandharvas conducted Urvaśī to their 
own realm, while Purūravas performed austerities for Viṣṇu. Urvaśī waited 
like a ‘female cakravāka’ (3.3.28)—a waterbird often invoked as a symbol 
of marital fidelity. This provides another source of resonance with earlier 

5	  For an overview of the Purūravas–Urvaśī narrative in the KSS, see Penzer (1926: Vol. 2, pp. 34–36). 
For the Sanskrit text, see Prasad (1930: 55–56).
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retellings. Viṣṇu was gratified by Purūravas’s austerities and caused the 
gandharvas to return Urvaśī to Purūravas. The happy couple was reunited 
on Earth.

Almost all that survives of the original story are the union between Purūravas 
and Urvaśī, a curse and a reunion, with hints (possibly coincidental) of 
lightning and waterbirds. The above synopsis includes many innovative 
features and florid literary detail. The role of Viṣṇu is worthy of note. 
As mentioned, Purūravas is described as a ‘devotee of Viṣṇu’, this same deity 
brings about their happy union and the curse of separation will not be lifted 
until Purūravas propitiates Kṛṣṇa (Viṣṇu in another form). It is unclear 
why the Kathāsaritsāgara would introduce this sectarian angle, as it is not 
a particularly sectarian text and is more concerned with the miracles and 
sensations. The appearance of the Kathāsaritsāgara in the eleventh century 
CE roughly coincides with an uptick in Vaiṣṇava traditions and bhakti 
yoga—exemplified by the Bhāgavata Purāṇa. One possibility is that the 
interpolation of Viṣṇu into the narrative lends it a canonical air and aligns 
it with narratives found in other popular Vaiṣṇava sources. Alternatively, 
it also accords well with the Kathāsaritsāgara’s own predilection for the 
supernatural and the sensational. 

Purāṇic touches: Padma and 
Matsya purāṇas
The Padma Purāṇa (PP) and Matsya Purāṇa (MP) contain almost identical 
versions of the Purūravas–Urvaśī narrative in śloka metre (PP, 1.12.51–75; 
MP, 24.9–33). They create an elaborate narrative around the separation of 
the couple and constitute a truly purāṇic take on the story. In these versions, 
Purūravas, the perfect king, performed 100 horse sacrifices, propitiated 
Brahmā, became lord of the whole world and wedded Urvaśī. He served as 
Brahmā’s personal carrier and bearer of his chowrie. The deity even offered 
the king half his throne as a mark of respect. Purūravas was visited by 
Dharma, Artha and Kāma, the three goals of life—virtue, profit and love—
in corporeal form. Because Purūravas offered slightly superior worship to 
Dharma, Artha cursed him to die from greed and Kāma cursed him with 
madness following his separation from Urvaśī. Dharma intervened, saying 
that because Purūravas had led a good life, his affliction would last only 
60 years. All these appear to be innovations.



VISIONS AND REVISIONS IN SANSKRIT NARRATIVE

456

Many features of these two purāṇic versions are familiar from the 
Kathāsaritsāgara. Purūravas befriended Indra and one day, while riding 
in the  deity’s chariot, Purūravas saw the demon Keśin abducting Urvaśī. 
Purūravas defeated the demon and presented Urvaśī to Indra, who promptly 
gave her back. In Indra’s palace, Bharata, the famous author of the Nāṭyaśāstra, 
cast three apsarases, Menakā, Ūrvaśī and Rambhā, in a play called ‘Lakṣmī’s 
Svayaṃvara’—a parallel to the ‘victory festival’ in the Kathāsaritsāgara. 
During the performance, Urvaśī, who was playing the leading part of Lakṣmī, 
saw Purūravas in the audience and was so overcome with love that she forgot 
her lines. Bharata was furious and cursed her to separate from Purūravas 
and to live on Earth for 55 years in the form of a creeper. We will shortly 
see a similar version in Kālidāsa’s Vikramorvaśīya. After the curse had run its 
course, Urvaśī was reunited with Purūravas and bore him eight sons. 

Compared with other versions of the narrative, this account further 
complicates the story. It expands on the idea of Purūravas’s madness—only 
hinted at in earlier versions—but sets a time limit on it. It also explains why 
Urvaśī came to Earth in the first place, because of a failed performance, but 
with much elaboration. While dressing up these two curses, many other 
tropes are assumed or subsumed: the compact, the split, the lambs, lightning, 
the waterbirds and fires.

One key feature here is the very purāṇic role played by the various deities. 
Purūravas befriends both Brahmā and Indra and the three goals of human 
existence, the trivarga, appear in bodily form. The active role of deities and 
their involvement in the world of mortals are typical features of the purāṇic 
genre, in which the gods are often ‘brought down to Earth’. The appearance 
of Bharata as director of his own musical, in the place of the gandharva 
Tumburu, is also worthy of note. 

Finally, the only significant difference between these two purāṇic texts is 
that the Matsya Purāṇa has slightly more sectarian colour. It includes two 
references to Viṣṇu-Kṛṣṇa: samārādhya janārdanam (‘having propitiated 
Janārdana’; MP, 24.11) and viṣṇoḥ prasādāt (‘by the grace of Viṣṇu’; 24.14). 
In parallel passages, the Padma Purāṇa references Brahmā samārādhya 
pitāmaham (PP, 1.12.53) and brahma-prasādāt (1.12.56). By referencing 
Viṣṇu, the Matsya Purāṇa may resonate more with a Vaiṣṇava audience. 
Brahmā is a generic deity of mythology, rather than an object of devotion, 
and by invoking him, the Padma may have avoided alienating devotees 
of any tradition.
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The narrative in drama: Kālidāsa’s 
Vikramorvaśīya
Like the Kathāsaritsāgara, the play Vikramorvaśīya (‘Urvaśī Won through 
Valour’) exists for pure entertainment. Its author, Kālidāsa, is usually dated to 
the fourth or fifth century CE. Whether his adaptation of the narrative pre-
dates or postdates the versions above is a moot point, owing to the difficulty 
of dating any of these sources accurately, except the Kathāsaritsāgara. 
We can, however, draw attention to its position in the polythetic network. 
As  will be seen from the summary below, Kālidāsa’s version shares many 
features with other tellings, but also introduces numerous innovations to 
add to the dramatic quality of the work. The summary below is drastically 
simplified and is limited to elements that concern Purūravas and Urvaśī 
directly. Comprehensive studies of the drama were undertaken by Kale 
(1915) and Kosambi (1962).

The play opens with the anguished cries of apsarases fleeing from demons. 
Purūravas heard their calls and they reported that Urvaśī had been captured 
by Keśin. Purūravas rescued her, but before she returned to Heaven, their 
love was kindled. Purūravas repaired to a park and Urvaśī appeared overhead. 
She wrote him a love message on a birch leaf (an interesting early example of 
female literacy) and let it fall. Purūravas read the message and Urvaśī revealed 
herself to him. At that moment, a heavenly messenger reported that Indra 
required Urvaśī to act in a play directed by Bharata, ‘Lakṣmī’s Svayaṃvara’, as 
above. Playing the part of the leading lady, Urvaśī committed an early Freudian 
slip and accidently referred to the hero Puruṣottama as ‘Purūravas’. Bharata 
cursed her to go back to Earth, where she was reunited with Purūravas, and 
together the couple resorted to the Gandhamādana Forest. One day, Urvaśī 
caught Purūravas eyeing another girl and stormed off to the sacred forest—
usually forbidden to females—where she was turned into a creeper. 

Purūravas wandered like a madman while searching for his lover. This section, 
Act 4, is really the heart of the play, as the mad king, like Lear, questions 
plants, birds and animals for news of his beloved. The play almost seems 
to have been created to allow this display of poetic virtuosity in 34 verses. 
Purūravas eventually comes across a magic gemstone that, when worn, brings 
about union with one’s beloved. He puts it on and embraces a creeper, which 
turns out to be Urvaśī herself. The reunited lovers return to the king’s city 
of Pratiṣṭhāna.
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Some time later, the gemstone was carried off by a vulture. The king called for 
the bird to be shot and the arrow that brought it down bore an inscription: 
‘This arrow belongs to Ayus, son of Aila and Urvaśī.’ Thus, Purūravas 
discovered he had a son. We learn that Urvaśī had concealed the child on 
account of a former pact by which Indra had declared that she must return 
to Heaven as soon as Purūravas beheld his son. But just as they were about 
to part unhappily, Nārada arrived to report that Indra had changed his mind 
and allowed Purūravas and Urvaśī to live together on Earth. 

Only traces remain from the earliest strata of the narrative: the union, 
separation and reunion of the couple, plus the birth of a son. With later 
versions, the Vikramorvaśīya shares a clash with demons, the various 
appearances of Indra, the play in Indra’s palace, the curse that resulted in 
Urvaśī’s fall to Earth and her transformation into a creeper and, in particular, 
the king’s madness. Many of the standard tropes—including the compact, 
lambs/sheep, nakedness, lightning and fires—have disappeared. Kālidāsa has 
filled his account with innovations to heighten the dramatic interest of the 
piece—notably, the 34 verses of Purūravas’s lament, the gemstone, its theft 
and the inscribed arrow, not to mention the completely new elements of the 
queen and Purūravas’s confidant, the vidūṣaka, whom I have omitted from 
this summary.

Advertorials in the Skanda Purāṇa
The third section or khaṇḍa of the Skanda Purāṇa (SkP) is a guide 
to  pilgrimage sites in and around the presumed site of Rāma’s bridge to 
Lankā (modern Rameswaram in Tamil Nadu). Twenty-four sacred bathing 
places or tīrthas are described in this region, many on the slopes of Mount 
Gandhamādana, which is the physical, earthly manifestation of the mythical 
mountain of the same name. The khaṇḍa describes a circuit around the 
tīrthas  and the practices to be undertaken. For each location, the sūta 
(the  purāṇic narrator) tells an assembly of sages a story to exemplify the 
greatness (the māhātmya) of the site. 

The Skanda Purāṇa draws on a wide range of narratives and characters 
including Yudhiṣṭhira and the Pāṇḍavas from the Mahābhārata, Rāma and 
Lakṣmaṇa from the Rāmāyaṇa, Kṛṣṇa and Kaṃsa from the Viṣṇu Purāṇa, 
Śuka from the Bhāgavata Purāṇa and Yaugandharāyaṇa and other characters 
from the Kathāsaritsāgara. In each case, these characters undergo a ritual 
bath at a given tīrtha, are cleansed of their misdeeds or misfortunes and attain 
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a higher state, thereby demonstrating the efficacy of the location. Some 
narratives and rewards won from these pilgrimages lean more towards the 
Śaiva side, some towards the Vaiṣṇava and others seem non-sectarian. In other 
words, this pilgrimage circuit is pitched as one that will benefit devotees 
of any tradition. 

The Skanda Purāna recasts the Purūravas–Urvaśī narrative to glorify a sacred 
bathing place called Sādhyāmṛta Tīrtha (SkP, 3.1.28). The first half of the 
narrative is as it appears in the Viṣṇu Purāṇa, but after Purūravas reached the 
realms of gandharvas with Urvaśī, there was a second dramatic performance, 
like the one in Kathāsaritsāgara and Vikramorvaśīya. 

The chapter begins with the sūta telling his audience of assembled sages 
that a person who bathes at the Sādhyāmṛta Tirtha will receive all that he 
desires. He gives the example of Purūravas, who was freed from the curse of 
Tumburu and was subsequently reunited with Urvaśī as the result of bathing 
there. The sages ask how the couple met, why Tumburu cursed them and 
how they overcame their separation. In response, the sūta relates a version 
of the narrative that, while it shares many passages verbatim with the Viṣṇu 
Purāṇa, as mentioned, includes some interesting twists. 

Purūravas, the perfect king, met Urvaśī, who had appeared on Earth because 
of the curse of Mitra and Varuṇa, as we have seen. He proposed to her, she 
agreed, with the usual three conditions: the rams, the nakedness and the 
ghee. They spent 61 years together. The gandharvas missed her, stole the 
sheep, caused a flash of lightning, Urvaśī disappeared, Purūravas wandered 
like a madman and found her in a lake in Kurukṣetra with four companions. 
He  uttered the words from the Ṛg Veda 10.95: ‘Hey wife! Stand still, you 
cruel-minded woman!’ Urvaśī told Purūravas that she was already pregnant 
and to come back in a year to meet his son and spend one more night with 
her. He did what he was told, they spent the night together and she bore 
him five more sons. He asked the gandharvas for a boon, they gave him the 
brazier—all this is familiar from other versions. 

The next passage is interesting as it offers an explanation of why Purūravas 
abandoned the fire—always a puzzling aspect in other versions. In the middle 
of the forest, he said to himself: ‘Alas, I’m such a fool. I still haven’t got Urvaśī, 
so what’s the use of this brazier?’6 But he woke in the middle of the night, had 

6	  aho batātimūḍho ‘ham iti madhyevanaṃ nṛpaḥ | urvaśī na mayā labdhā vahnisthālyā kimplalam || 
(SkP, 3.1.28.60).
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a change of heart, went back to retrieve the agniṣṭhālī, found the two trees, 
made the three fires with fire-sticks, attained the world of the gandharvas 
and was reunited with Urvaśī. 

Until this point, the Skanda Purāṇa has followed the ‘normative’ Purūravas–
Urvaśī narrative, but now adds an interesting innovation. Instead of the 
story finishing here, it incorporates the dancing episode with an additional 
twist. In this version, Indra was watching the performance in his assembly 
hall. Purūravas had also come to watch Urvaśī dance. Tumburu, the dance 
instructor (not Bharata), saw the pair smiling at one another and cursed 
them  to be separated. Purūravas begged Indra to intervene. The deity 
explained that a ritual bath at Sādhyāmṛta would release Purūravas from 
Tumburu’s curse. Purūravas made the pilgrimage and was immediately 
reunited with Urvaśī, and together they flew to Indra’s realm of Amarāvatī 
on a sky-going chariot. 

The fifth book of the Skanda Purāṇa, which describes sacred places in 
Avantī (modern Madhya Pradesh), has a second version of the Purūravas–
Urvaśī narrative (SkP, 5.1.9.27–81). This one advertises the efficacy of the 
Mahākālavana Tīrtha, which is said to confer conjugal bliss and to overcome 
separation. In this account, Urvaśī was born from contact between Nara’s 
thigh and a mango blossom. Nara gave her to Indra, in whose palace she learned 
to dance. Purūravas, while visiting Indra, saw Urvaśī and fell in love with her, 
but when she looked at him, she fell off the stage. Purūravas wandered the 
world like a madman for 60 years and finally came to Mahākālavana. Urvaśi, 
who had been pining in Heaven, also came to the tīrtha, where they were 
reunited. The tropes of Indra, the dance performance, the separation and 
the reunion are all familiar; at the same time, many others—including the 
contract, lambs, lightning, curse and fire—are missing. 

Purūravas as devotee: The Bhāgavata 
Purāṇa
The ninth book of the Bhāgavata Purāṇa, dating from the sixth to tenth 
centuries, also has an account of the Lunar Dynasty, which includes a version 
of the narrative (BhP, 9.14.15–49). This version in 34 ślokas is surprisingly 
straightforward both in terms of diction and in the fact that it is relatively 



461

18. LAMBS, LIGHTNING, NAKEDNESS AND FIRE

unelaborated. It covers all the main moves of the typical versions described 
above—the compact, the sheep, the lakeside, the fire-sticks and fires—and it 
closely resembles a versified version of the prose account in the Viṣṇu Purāṇa. 

Of more interest to us, however, is a passage in the eleventh book, known 
as the Aila-gītā (‘The Song of the Son of Ilā’) (BhP, 11.26.3–35). In this 
section, Kṛṣṇa is delivering a series of discourses to his disciple Uddhava on 
devotion and renunciation as the means to attain liberation. To illustrate 
the point, Kṛṣṇa cites Purūravas’s long lament. Purūravas finally grasps the 
futility of his infatuation with Urvaśī and, through the realisation of Viṣṇu-
Kṛṣṇa, renounces the world and attains the state of a jīvan-mukta—one who 
is liberated while still living. A thorough investigation of this version of the 
narrative has been undertaken by Gupta (2018).

Singing this song, Purūravas realised that the Lord was ‘the Self within 
himself’, and he attained the state of liberation. This creative elaboration 
and deployment of the narrative are in direct service of the Bhāgavata 
Purāṇa’s discursive aims. Purūravas’s union with Urvaśī in the realm of the 
gandharvas is taken as the paradigm of highest sensual pleasure, only to be 
found meaningless. The happy couple’s union is where the narrative often 
ends, but the Bhāgavata Purāṇa has added this sequel, as even this state of 
bliss proves unsatisfactory. Through his devotion to Viṣṇu-Kṛṣṇa, Purūravas 
ultimately realised the futility of physical attraction and romantic love and 
achieved a state of union with the divine—the ultimate goal of this tradition 
of Vaiṣṇava practice. 

Conclusion
The Vedic dialogue between Purūravas and Urvaśī tantalises us with images 
of  lambs, lightning, butter and lakes, but its vagueness has invited and 
stimulated creative responses through the millennia. From the earliest days, 
Sanskrit authors created prequels and sequels to explain the dialogue and 
fill the gaps in the story. Who were the protagonists? How did they come 
together? What drove them apart? How were they reunited? In so doing, 
authors produced a polythetic network, a body of literature in which 
some but not all of a set of tropes are deployed. Each of the re-creations is 
embedded in a particular context, and the context and discursive objectives 
of the authors shaped their transcreations.
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The primary function of the genre of texts known as brāhmaṇas is to 
contextualise and elucidate Vedic sūktas. Accordingly, the Śatapatha 
Brāhmaṇa took the raw material of the Vedic dialogue and crafted a highly 
influential backstory for it, with a time, place and scene in which the words of 
the dialogue could be delivered. The Harivaṃśa and Vāyu Purāṇa, dedicated 
to the lineage of Viṣṇu-Kṛṣṇa, valorise the deity by providing an unbroken 
lineage of descent from Manu, the progenitor of the Lunar Dynasty. This 
includes each successive monarch, illustrating his greatness. Purūravas is 
an early member of this lineage and, accordingly, in their retelling of the 
Purūravas–Urvaśī narrative, these two texts dwell at length on Purūravas’s 
heroic, kingly characteristics. The Viṣṇu Purāṇa is also dedicated to the 
lineage of Viṣṇu-Kṛṣṇa, but in line with the purāṇic genre more generally, it 
likes to spin a good tale. Hence, the Viṣṇu Purāṇa adds elements of drama 
and romance—for example, in amplifying the speech of Purūravas on hearing 
that Urvaśī’s sheep had been stolen. 

While the above sources all have pious intentions to varying degrees, the 
collection of stories known as the Kathāsaritsāgara and Kālidāsa’s play 
Vikramorvaśīya exist primarily to entertain. Thus, their versions of the 
narrative contain many flourishes and innovations to enhance its ‘tellability’ 
and dramatic nature. The version shared by the Padma and Matysa purāṇas 
has what I call ‘purāṇic’ innovations in which deities are actively involved in 
human affairs. In addition to Viṣṇu, Brahmā and Indra, the three goals of 
life—love, wealth and virtue—appear in the narrative in bodily form as the 
deities Kāma, Artha and Dharma.

The relevant books of the Skanda Purāṇa describe the greatness (māhātmya) 
of various pilgrimage sites. Here, we see the narrative deployed in two different 
contexts to promote sacred fords or tīrtha in Tamil Nadu and the Avantī 
country, respectively. In contrast to the worldly orientation of the Skanda 
Purāṇa, the Bhāgavata Purāṇa is dedicated to the cultivation of intense 
personal devotion to Viṣṇu-Kṛṣṇa. As part of this project, the Bhāgavata 
adds a sequel to the narrative in which Purūravas laments the futility of his 
relationship with Urvaśī and achieves liberation. In all these sources, authors 
have access to a certain set of tropes from their literary inheritance. They 
accept or reject these images and add their own innovations to progress their 
discursive projects: to glorify the deity, to amuse their audience or to validate 
a sacred place. In so doing, each has contributed in their own way to that 
seemingly limitless quality we might call the Sanskritic literary genius.
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