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Foreword
Wendy Doniger

I am so happy to see this volume, which generously bows with cupped 
hands to my own effort in this field some 30 years ago, Purāṇa Perennis. 
So much has happened in the intervening period, both in the study of the 
two great Sanskrit epics and, to an only slightly lesser extent, in the study 
of the purāṇas, that a thorough re-evaluation is long overdue. And, more 
importantly, so much has happened in our own lives and therefore in the 
questions that we now ask of texts. We no longer just ask about dynastic 
history (a subject about which the Sanskrit purāṇas are poorly equipped to 
answer and that therefore gave the purāṇas an undeserved reputation for 
historical inaccuracy) or about the ties between the purāṇas and earlier texts 
(an approach that foolishly limited discussions to theological, philosophical 
and mythological matters). Now scholars look at these old texts through new 
lenses, asking about the relationship between economic and social classes, 
about racism, classism and sexism and about the role that Sanskrit texts did 
or did not play in the development of vernacular literatures. These, and other 
equally pressing questions, are brilliantly confronted by the essays in the 
present volume. 

The editors have gathered the leaders in this broad field (four of them, I am 
proud to say, my own students), scholars of literature, history, religion, 
linguistics, anthropology, sociology and cultural studies more broadly 
conceived. These scholars have brought to bear an exciting range of linguistic 
sources and theoretical toolboxes. After providing broad-ranging explorations 
of Sanskrit narrative as a whole and the two great Sanskrit epics in particular, 
they have gone on to include detailed and intense discussions of a number of 
key episodes in those epics and in several purāṇas. The result is a book that 
goes both broad and deep, raising new questions even as it challenges and 
reformulates some of the old questions that have dominated the discussion 
for too long. Key episodes of the Mahābhārata and the Rāmāyaṇa are 
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given stunning new interpretations, and the purāṇas are newly examined 
in the light of magic realism, contemporary vernacular expositions, bizarre 
compendia with epic and Tamil texts and polythetic networks. 

The result is a collection of essays that, despite their wonderful range of 
approaches, are clearly talking about the same subject—a rich and fascinating 
ocean of stories (to coin a phrase). The essays are written with grace and wit, 
making the heavy scholarship light for the reader. I cup my hands to honour 
the editors and authors, and to thank them.
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