Introduction: Visions and
revisions of Sanskrit narrative

Told and retold in manifold vernacular and regional manners, ancient Sanskrit
stories are the lifeblood of Indian culture: they articulate, encapsulate and
perpetuate insights and values core to Indic thought and practice. Eclipsed
by colonial preoccupation with philosophical treatises for far too long, these
stories are finally able to bask in the scholarly attention they deserve, as
evidenced by this present volume. The tide has at long last turned in terms of
‘old-school slicing and dicing’ of Sanskrit narrative texts for philological and
historicist aims a/one. While such approaches are unquestionably important,
they need not dominate the study of Sanskrit stories as stories.

This volume showcases 18—a number as auspicious as it was unplanned,
at least on behalf of the editors—of the foremost scholars across the globe
coming together in significant collaboration to accord Sanskrit stories the
integrity, dignity and authority they deserve. The last time this was attempted,
on a much smaller scale, was a generation ago (30 years to be exact) with
the 1993 publication of the landmark collection of papers entitled Purina
Perennis: Reciprocity and Transformation of Hindu and Jaina Texts edited
by Wendy Doniger (1993). The successive publications from the Dubrovnik
International Conference on Sanskrit Epics and Purinas have also provided
an important conduit for scholarly writings in this area. Stimulated by the
success of both the epic and the purina sections at recent World Sanskrit
Conferences in Bangkok (2015) and Vancouver (2018),' there has been
a further upwelling and consolidation of interest in these genres and a
need for a coordinated outlet for recent scholarly production. In response
to this steady growth of interest in studies of Sanskrit narrative, we invited
established and emerging scholars to contribute to this volume, which we
hope will become, in a sense, the successor to Purina Perennis. This present

1 See Balkaran and Taylor (2019).
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volume pays homage to that one and aims to honour the ways in which the
tield has flourished in the intervening decades. The scholars featured here
broach a variety of Sanskrit narrative texts, employing novel methods and
theories to meaningfully engage them. Given that the field has been shaped
and driven by the efforts of the preeminent scholars showcased in this project,
it is high time for this Visions and Revisions of Sanskrit Narrative volume.

It was in fact while working with McComas Taylor on co-editing the 2018
proceedings of the World Sanskrit Conference that the vision for this volume
dawned on Raj Balkaran. Not only was McComas a sharp and amiable
collaborator, but also his affiliation with The Australian National University
provided the necessary institutional grounding for the brainchild of that
dreamy self-employed scholar. Dreaminess notwithstanding, Raj assured
McComas he would shoulder the administration required for the volume
if McComas would handle the courting of ANU Press—and so a deal was
struck. We editors were delighted at ANU Press’s interest in this proposal
especially as its open-access publishing would allow us to offer the fruits of
this collaboration to anyone interested, free of charge. So, Raj embarked on
a rather surreal experience of approaching esteemed scholar after esteemed
scholar, all of whom accepted his cheeky invitation. And suffice to say the
surrealism culminated when Wendy Doniger herself agreed to consecrate the
volume with her Foreword, bringing the journey full circle as it were.

As for the title of the volume, it came to Raj as both a vision and a revision
as he reviewed and revised a title he had used in the context of work on the
Indian goddess entitled ‘Visions and revisions of the Hindu goddess: Sound,
structure, and artful ambivalence in the Devi Mahatmya’ (Balkaran 2019).
Visions are ways of looking at text, and revisions are ways of looking again,
in the twinned senses of revising and re-envisioning. The papers in this
collection enact both visions and revisions of the two most significant bodies
of Sanskrit narratives, the genres of epic and purina. The Mahabharata
and Ramadyana dating from the beginning of the Common Era and the
18 great purinas from the first millennium are the primary sources of Hindu
mythology, theology, orthodoxy and orthopraxis. These texts are pillars of
Indic thought and have shaped cultures and societies from Afghanistan in
the west to Bali in the east, and from Sri Lanka in the south to the Himalaya
in the north. The impact of Sanskrit narrative on the life of Indian religions
cannot be overstated: these texts—and the tales they contain—have encoded
and disseminated values from various strata of Hinduism for millennia. They
perpetuate the cultural ethos of Indic traditions.
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Freda Matchett begins her Blackwell Companion to Hinduism introduction
to the Purinas with something Doniger notes at the end of her introduction
to Purdnas Perennis—that is, an invitation to readers to ‘sally forth into the
living jungle of texts known as the Puranas’ (Doniger 1993: xii). Matchett
aptly comments on the hint of danger innate to Doniger’s metaphor,
calling narrative travellers to proceed with caution into an exciting—and
potentially perilous—domain. Puranic narratives are vast, heterogeneous
materials whose contents largely transcend the way they describe themselves.
Moreover, notes Matchett, their modern printed and bound incarnations
obscure for ‘readers’ the extent to which these works are ‘more accurately
described as performances, intended to be seen, heard, and enjoyed. Unless
some appreciation of this is present, today’s reader of the Puranas fails to
understand them’ (Matchett 2003: 129). Despite scholars’ best efforts to
date a particular puranic text, one must acknowledge that these works result
from generations of poets and bards accumulating materials on a dynamic,
lived process. Irrespective of whether ancient India was marked with the
exact bardic culture featured within these story-worlds, it was marked by
the idealisation of such bardic culture, as evidenced in the Sanskrit epics
and purinas. And this comes as no surprise within a cultural context so
steeped in performance as a means of celebrating and perpetuating its values.
Nevertheless, these works bear the marks of conscious redaction—indeed,
sophisticated narrative design that readily invites interpretation.

Some chapters in this volume apply tried and true methodologies to novel
questions, while others are experimental (Hegarty), exploratory (Pathak) and
indeed provocative (Brodbeck). Yet, all are ultimately philological in the sense
that they are based on close readings of the respective source texts. Like a lata
creeper entwining a mango tree, these different approaches curl through
the branches of this collection of papers—nine on the Mahdibhirata,
four on the Ramadyana and six on the purinas—and, we hope, bind them
together as a meaningful and informative whole. In addition to showcasing
the rich content of Sanskrit narrative, we hereby equally aim to showcase
diverse and innovative methods of reading such narratives, particularly as
synchronic wholes.

Greg Bailey’s Chapter 1, ‘Narrative argument and interlocutory frames in the
Mabhabharata’, looks closely at the sessions with the sage Markandeya, the
Markandeyasamasyaparvan, in the epic’s third book, the Book of the Forest.
The Pandavas have a great deal of time on their hands to leverage perhaps
the most important function of the forest in Sanskrit narrative, as a locus
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of learning. Bailey’s interest is in how the interlocutory framing devices
deployed here serve to guide the interpretation of this section, purposefully
interweaving narrative and homiletic ($astric) material to do so. He also
shows the role of these frame narratives in smoothly shifting gears to advance
various subjects that would otherwise present as unrelated to one another.
Bailey’s contribution, too, entails examining the epic’s portrayal of the
behaviour of brahmins.

Adam Bowles continues the examination of brahmins in the epic’s opening
book with his contribution in Chapter 2. Bowles takes a deep dive into the
character of Astika to decipher what he represents within the labyrinthine
‘preamble’ to Vaisampayana’s narration of the Mahbdibharata. Bowles
proposes that Astika is ‘the culminating exemplar of the thematic thread
of the peacemaking brahmin, a model of brahminhood opposed to other,
necessarily less propitious, brahmin exemplars—a thematic thread to
which the epic’s authors deliberately allude’. Astika is compared with other
(imperfect) peacemaking brahmins in the epic such as Rcika, Ruru the
lizard-brahmin and Samika.

Brian Black’s Chapter 3 emphasises a theme common to several chapters
in this volume: narrative structure. Black specifically looks at the transition
in the transmitters of the text from bards to brahmins. He offers a close
reading of the opening frame of the epic ‘to bring attention to the rich
potential in considering the literary dimensions of the Mabdabharata,
without supposing that all tropes, metaphors and motifs correspond to a
historical reality’. His chapter focuses on the story-world within the text of
the epic rather than the historical world behind it. As Black writes, ‘regardless
of the history of the Mahabharata’s transmission, the epic’s own account is
that it originated among brahmins, not bards’. He shows that the epic is very
much in transition, trying to sort out how to present itself in a post-Vedic
world. His chapter also focuses on yet another theme common to several
contributions: the role of brahmins in this post-Vedic world.

The subsequent four contributions all focus on the crucial Udyogaparvan,
or ‘Book of Effort’, detailing the various embassies and efforts undertaken
to avert the war. Angelika Malinar’s Chapter 4 probes the narrative frame
of the battle books—that is, the dialogical exchange between the Kuru
king Dhrtarastra and his charioteer-bard Samjaya. Malinar notes that the
intradiegetic interactions between Dhrtarastra and Samjaya, which have yet
to be studied in detail, play a significant role in the epic’s narrative structure.
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Her chapter, too, adopts a literary approach to analyse the structure and
content of Dhrtarastra and Samjaya’s crucial exchange. Her analysis draws
parallels between this exchange and dramatic literature.

The following two chapters focus on the story of Ambi (the Ambopikhyina,
Mabhabharata, 5.170-193), the princess whom Bhisma abducts as a bride
for his brother. Bhisma returns her, learning that she was already betrothed,
but Amba’s fiancée rejects her on her return. She then approaches Bhisma to
marry her, but he refuses based on his famous vow of lifelong celibacy. Vowing
revenge, Amba returns as the warrior Sikhandin to defeat Bhisma in the great
war. Before destroying herself so that she will be reborn as Sikhandin, Amba
approaches Rama Jamadagnya (Bhisma’s former guru) for aid, but he, too,
refuses her. Brian Collins’s Chapter 5 argues that Amba’s story serves as the
Rima Jamadagnya ‘exit myth’ from the epic, while also reinforcing important
elements of his wider mythology, especially his relationship with his mother,
Renuka, and his status in South Indian village cults as a servant of Devi.

In Chapter 6, Zuzana Spicové pays special attention to the narrator of Amba’s
story, Bhisma—‘a highly developed character invested in the narrated events,
as well as a skilled narrator’. Spicové highlights the subjectivity of an array of
associations attached to Bhisma, which invariably colour his rendition
of Ambi’s story. Spicové rightly emphasises: “When evaluating a story
in the Mahdabhdrata, at least three things must be considered: the narrator,
the listener and the circumstances.” The same could be said of all Sanskrit
narrative. Spicové also examines the intertextuality between Amba’s story and
that of other pativrata women—Sita, Savitri, Damayanti and Sakuntali—to
illuminate the way in which ‘Bhisma [is] authoritatively claiming Amba’s
narrative’.

Sudha Berry in Chapter 7 closely examines a highly understudied character
in the epic: the formidable Pindava Bhima. She argues that while Yudhisthira
and Arjuna represent idealised versions of the dharmic king, Bhima embodies
‘the dark underbelly of rzjadharma, which is the grunt-work required for
the establishment and maintenance of rule’. Far from the ‘unthinking,
buffoonish glutton he is generally assumed to be’, Bhima is essential to the
Pandavas achieving their goal, representing the pragmatic realpolitik required
of ksatriya rulers. His loyalty is unwavering, as is his drive to regain their
kingdom. In the words of Berry, ‘Bhima neither prevaricates nor shirks from
the necessary grit and gore required to win and maintain the kingdom’.
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James Hegarty’s experimental Chapter 8 examines the moral content of
the courtly debates that take place in this book and which are so pivotal to the
overarching plot of the epic. Hegarty draws on the work of the evolutionary
psychologist and theorist of religion and politics Jonathan Haidt, who argues
for a universalistic approach to morality as something innately human.
Hegarty uses Haidt’s work to consider the very ‘moral foundations of the
back and forth of negotiations in the Udyogaparvan’, shedding light on
the ‘universal significance of the Mahibharata as a nuanced response to the
complex dynamics of family, politics, warfare and much else’.

Simon Brodbeck’s Chapter 9 controversially argues that while the
Bhagavadygita is a salient and successful example of ‘world literature’, it is
anomalous—first, in that it takes a prowar position, and second, in so far
as it adopts a stance of ‘philosophical and theological determinism, which is
opposed to the idea of human free will that has been widespread in cultures
ancient and modern’.

In the first of three chapters on the Ramdyana, Danielle Feller examines
the Ramdyana’s story of the divine flying palace (vimana) called Puspaka
(‘Little Flower’) in Chapter 10. Feller examines the various metamorphoses
the Puspaka undergoes in the Ramdyana and beyond, from a self-moving
mineral artefact to one associated with animals, drawn by geese, to a deified
flying palace worshipped by Rama himself. Feller draws on the architectural
treatise Samarariganasitradbara, in which Puspaka refers to a flower-shaped
temple adorned with floral and plant motifs.

In Chapter 11, Eva De Clercq compares the Valmiki Ramdyana’s portrayal
of Rima’s journey to forest exile with that of Jain Ramdyana retellings.
She notes: “Whereas in the Valmiki Ramdyana, Rima, Sita and Laksmana
spend 10 years visiting dsramas in the forest and protecting sages, before
settling in Paficavati, in the Jain accounts, the visits to dsramas are largely
replaced with visits to cities, helping rulers in need and marrying princesses.’
De Clercq argues that the Jain retellings adopt these changes to align their
story of Rama with Jain universal history, representing Rama and Sita as the
ideal lay couple and emphasising the forest as the domain of ascetics alone.

Shubha Pathak’s Chapter 12 examines the epic’s use of precious stones
as related to Rama’s and Ravana’s respective fates. Pathak argues that an
examination of precious stones in the epic ‘revealsitsimmediate inter-sectarian
polemics emblematic of the non-Weberian nzvy#ti (otherworldliness)/ pravytti
(thisworldliness) dynamics seen previously to animate the contemporaneous

Vydsa Mahabharata’.
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In the first of six chapters on the puranas, Chapter 13, Laurie L. Patton offers
an innovative method for reading texts of this genre. She examines sections of
the Agni and Vayu puranas with an eye to reading them as something other
than unwieldy fantastical/theological works. Patton advocates a method
of reading these texts to reveal the motivation behind the compendium-
like compositions as being like those of some contemporary postcolonial
writers. Her chapter specifically draws on the theory of magic realism as a
genre that interlaces realistic descriptions of the everyday with fantastical,
supernatural elements.

In Chapter 14, focused on contemporary Telugu exposition (pravacana) of
the Visnu Purana, Sucharita Adluri offers an exciting insight into the life
of the narrative. Her study focuses on the role of the expounders, ‘trained in
reciting and interpreting the purinas and who incorporated material both
oral and written in their delivery in temples or other performance spaces’.
She specifically examines the way the story of Dhruva (the Dhruvacaritra)
is expounded by the contemporary Telugu expositor Samaveda Shanmukha
Sharma, shedding light on the crucial interplay between a written purana and
its vernacular rendition in oral performance.

Nicolas Dejenne explores the Purinic ‘meta-myth’ pertaining to filial piety
(pitrbhakti) in Chapter 15. He examines the second section of the Padma
Purana, which advances this theme in both its didactic and its narrative
passages. He looks at the story of the brahmin Sivasarman and the ways in
which he tests the obedience of his five sons. He also examines the story’s
‘four plus one’ structure—a common setup in Indian myth. Keeping in line
with the connection between structure and content, Dejenne invites scholars
to study the Padma Purana ‘at the level of kbandas, or even smaller and
more homogeneous portions of kbandas, [which] could prove to be the most
fruitful way to shed light on their dominant themes and their organisation’.

Jonas Buchholz examines the relationship between two related genres in
Chapter 16, the Sanskrit sthalamabatmya Kanicimahbatmya and the Tamil
talapurianam Kavicippuranam. He draws on the ways in which the two texts
relate to one another and charts the extent to which the latter, an eighteenth-
century text by Civafidna Munivar, closely models itself on the earlier Sanskrit
text at the narrative level. Buchholz argues that Tamil talapurinam authors
such as Munivar draw from Sanskrit sources in this manner to partake of
the religious authority associated with the Sanskrit language, while the more
ambitious poetic agenda that they pursued allowed them to assert the status

of the Tamil language.
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In Chapter 17 on the ‘puranification’ of the death of Krsna, Christopher
Austin examines portrayals of this event to illuminate the process of thematic
developmentacross the Mahabharata, Harivamsa and Vispu Purana. Austin
aims to historicise the popular mythic reading of the Mahabharata, which
privileges puranic themes. Puranification ‘involves a shift away from the
Mahabharata’s kalavada and amsivatarana constructs, which nonetheless
deserve to be examined and understood on their own terms’. He brings into
focus the distinct vision found in the three source texts, notwithstanding the
intertextuality between them.

The final chapter, Chapter 18 by McComas Taylor, examines iterations
of the enigmatic Vedic dialogue between the king Puriiravas and his divine
lover, Urvasi. This was reworked in various subsequent Sanskrit texts,
including the Kathisaritsagara, Harivamsa and multiple purinas. Taylor
demonstrates the way these iterations morph to suit the aims of the respective
contexts of their authors, who ‘add their own innovations to progress their
discursive projects: to glorify the deity, to amuse their audience or to validate
asacred place’.

The chapters here explore narrative through what we refer to as a ‘literary
lens’. How this term was understood and interpreted was left up to the
individual authors. The chapters in this collection, while varied, all engage
with narrative as literature in a broad sense. As pedestrian as it may sound,
these stories are studied herein as stories. The inclination to do so bespeaks not
ashortage of impact on their behalf as powerful stories, but rather the relative
paucity of attention paid to them as such throughout the history of Western
scholarship. The contributions herein draw on a range of contemporary
theoretical approaches, with particular interest in intertextuality, narrative
structure, narrative authority, characterisation, social context, dialogue
and performance. In the succinct and sage words of one of the anonymous
reviewers of this volume (both of whom we thank): ‘So far as there is a
common theme [across the contributions to this volume], it is the need
to understand each text on its own terms’. As such, it is our hope that the
chapters will facilitate audiences appreciating the beauty, power and agency
of these ancient Sanskrit stories.

Raj Balkaran,
Toronto, January 2023

McComas Taylor,
Canberra, January 2023
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