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For my brother – in his departure, he unfolded the divine play of Śrī Hari for me.

आत्मा यावत्प्रपन्नोऽभूत्तावद्वै रमते हरिः।

सोऽन्तःकरणसम्बन्धी तिरोधत्ते हरिश्च सः॥

As long as the self remains in his refuge, Hari delights with it.

He is the kin of the mind, who conceals himself when the mind wavers.

Subodhinī: 10/23/9
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Foreword

ALTHOUGH ONE FREQUENTLY hears these days that money makes the world go round, I am old school enough to still hold that it is passion that does so. Early Vedāntic scriptures concur, identifying passion as the very force behind all creative expression—including the creation of the world itself. Understanding how to recognize and participate in this passionate process has been the goal of numerous religious traditions. The great Kṛṣṇaite devotional traditions of Braja are assuredly among them. Instead of extinguishing desire as many ascetic traditions recommend, they have devised ways to use human desire to connect with God in a loving relationship. The great sixteenth-century aṣṭa-chāpa poet Nandadāsa is one of my favorites among the early talented poets of Braja; he was a very passionate man who composed exquisite poetry. His life story tells us that he was even a bit of a shameful badmāś, a “bad boy,” whose undisciplined passion led him to fall madly in love with the wife of another man, scandalously vowing not to eat each day until he had seen her face. His lustful ways were eventually transformed into a divine love through an inadvertent encounter with the Yamuna River, the embodied form of the great Goddess whose distinctive role is to initiate souls into the divine love affair with Kṛṣṇa. In one of his poems Nandadāsa exclaims: “Śrī Yamunā showers amazing grace upon her devotees.” After this transformative encounter Nandadāsa dedicated his life to worshipping and writing poetry about his beloved Śrī Kṛṣṇa.

While Nandadāsa’s impassioned nature led him to an improper love for another man’s wife, it also formed a solid basis for his passionate attachment to God. It is no wonder then, that he was drawn to the Rāsapañcādhyāyī, the five chapters in the Bhāgavata Purāṇa that narrate the passionate love dance (rāsa-līlā) that is the pinnacle of the loving connection with God for the Kṛṣṇaite traditions that follow the Bhāgavata. On a beautiful autumn evening Kṛṣṇa calls his lovers to a lush forest with his flute and commences the divine love dance with them. This dance is personal for his lovers, as Kṛṣṇa is able to transform himself into a great variety of forms for an intimate engagement with each of them individually. Many, however, don’t come to this episode by way of a direct reading the Bhāgavata Purāṇa. Rather, it is often encountered through song, dance, poetry, drama, and other forms of artistic expression. Nandadas’s poem is a superb illustration of this; this is a poem meant to be visualized. Really more than visualized—for the connoisseurs of this poetic tradition it offers a doorway into joyful participation in the very scene that the poem depicts. Prakriti Goswami has done a great service to English readers by making available to them her excellent and vivid translation of the Mahārāsa Mañjūṣā, Nandadāsa’s own unique glimpse of the sacred rāsa dance that has been celebrated for centuries.

For many reasons the fairly esoteric philosophy and practices of the Puṣṭimārga Vaiṣṇava tradition founded by Vallabhāchaya have been scarcely studied and little understood by the English-speaking world. Prakriti Goswami’s introduction to her translation of Nandadāsa’s spectacular poem provides an edifying corrective to much of this. Perhaps most productive, although she does not use the Sanskrit terms, she introduces readers to Vallabhāchaya’s fascinating concept of viruddha-dharma-āśyaya, the coexistence of seemingly contradictory or paradoxical characteristics. This applies in subtle ways to both the nature of God as well as the perspective and worshipful practices of the devotee. Kṛṣṇa in the Puṣṭimārga is understood to be the ultimate formless non-dual (adviata) reality of Brahman, and simultaneously, a unique beloved form that allows relational connectivity in the intimacy nurtured in the devotee’s everyday practice of loving worship (sevā). Nandadāsa tells us in the Mahārāsa Mañjūṣā that Kṛṣṇa is the all-pervasive ultimate reality: “The Supreme Lord, is here, always very near, residing as the inner controller, of every aspect of the sphere” (293). And yet for his cowherdess lovers he appears as an attractive form: “His beautiful black body, is adorned with a yellow robe. As if passion personified and arose, wearing a garment of love” (114). Moreover, Kṛṣṇa takes on seemingly contradictory forms such as a mischievous child or a romantic lover to meet a devotee’s particular disposition in the intimacy of say a mood of parental affection or an amorous one, as is the case in this poem. The devotee engages a form Kṛṣṇa with an individual passionate love that is accompanied by an awareness of the vast and supreme identity of Kṛṣṇa as the totality of all reality.

We see here the enigmatic bringing together of unbounded universality with individual particularity. The devotional poetry of Braja tracks a similar move. The general story of the divine love dance involving Kṛṣṇa and his lovers is available in the Rāsapañcādhyāyī section of the Bhāgavata Purāṇa, but the tradition regards the particular story told by Nandadāsa in his poem Mahārāsa Mañjūṣā as the result of the direct vision he had of this dance himself. Thus, we find in this enchanting poem details and incidents not available in the usual scripture. Through poetic vision the playful divine love dance thus swells increasingly in an ever-expanding circle. With her deep knowledge of the poetic traditions of Braja, as well as the philosophy and religious practices of the Puṣṭimārga, Prakriti Goswami has produced a wonderful translation of this intricate poem which provides a rich opportunity for readers to swing into its delightful and dramatic action.

David L. Haberman, Ph.D.

Professor Emeritus, Religious Studies

Indiana University






A Note on Translation and Transliteration

IN THE INTRODUCTORY passages, I have followed the general guidelines of transliterating Sanskrit words, except for some popular names that I have not Sanskritized. For instance, a Sanskritized transliteration of Tansen would be Tānasena, but I transliterated it as “Tānsen” by following the standardised spelling with a minor insertion of a length mark (-) to guide the pronunciation.

While transliterating Nandadāsa’s poem, I have followed the conventions of Braja Bhāṣa speech sounds such as using bandana instead of vandana. Particularly, I have retained the final a’s which usually go unpronounced in Hindi but is a significant pronunciation in both conversational Braja Bhāṣa as well as in the poetic meters of its composition. Hence, I go with “Braja” instead of “Braj.” Nasalisation of the vowels forms the key to most of the speech sounds in Braja Bhāṣa. While some of these nasalisations only have phonetic significance, there are also a few cases in which this process changes the meaning of the word entirely. For instance, the word kahā means “what;” however, when the vowel “a” is nasalised in kah[image: ], the meaning changes to “where.” To denote this specific nasalisation, I have employed the diacritic mark (~) on the top of the vowel to mark its nasalisation and distinguish it from the variations in consonant and vowel sounds of “n.” Thus, I have used kũvara instead of kuṁvara to denote the nasalisation of the vowel “u.” On the other hand, in the word kuṅkuma, it is not the vowel “u” that is nasalised; rather it is the guttural nasal “ङ,” which is conventionally denoted with the diacritical mark “ṅ.” Similarly, in words like raṅga pronounced like ing as in “sing” and pañca pronounced with palatized ni as in “onion.” In words like these, the diacritics denote nasal consonants of the guttural, palatals, and the retroflex groups. “Retroflex” consonants marked with a dot under the consonant such as (ṭ, ḍ, ṇ) are pronounced by touching the tongue to the roof of the mouth to produce “retroflex” sound and both ś and ṣ are pronounced like sh as in “ship.” Dental consonants (l, n, d) are pronounced like French l, d, n and aspirated consonants are pronounced directly such as bh in clubhouse or th in boathouse.

Finally, the poem is composed in rolā metre, which is a sub-category of mātrika chanda in which every line is divided into 24 instants (mātrā) and 11th and 13th instants have a poetic long pause. It is the common metre for poetic compositions, and thus is also known by the name kāvya-chanda or “poetic metre.” The lines rhyme in pairs, forming an aa-bb-cc rhyming pattern and each pair form a single verse. My translation progresses verse by verse and the order of the lines is strictly followed, which means that the first part of the translation only expresses the first line of the verse while the second part of the translation, separated by a single line space, expresses the second line of the verse. I have tried to keep the poetics of the original composition alive as much as possible, but the primary focus is on producing literal, word for word translation as far as possible. Some specific adjectives, metaphors, and words associated with both the poetics and culture of Braja are glossed in footnotes to facilitate the reading.






PART I The Introductory Framework of Nandadāsa’s Work







ONE The Historical Context and Religious Structure of the Poetry


THE RĀSA-LĪLA IS celebrated as one of the most important activities of Kṛṣṇa, as it is understood to be a dance of divine love wherein Kṛṣṇa multiplies himself to partner with each of the participants in an ecstatic union of loving joy. The revered episode that is expressed in five chapters of the Bhāgavata Purāṇa, known as the Rāsapañcādhyāyī, literally “five-chapters-of-the-rāsa,” was rendered into beautiful poetic form by the sixteenth-century poet Nandadāsa. Nandadāsa was one of the eight principal devotional poets (aṣṭa-chāpa) of the Vallabha tradition, which is also known as the Path of Grace (Puṣṭimārga). Of these aṣṭa-chāpa poets, while Sūrdās and Paramānandadāsa are widely popular in the devotional folk literature of northern India, Nandadāsa’s poetry is mostly known only within the community of Puṣṭimārga followers. Through the translation of one of Nandadāsa’s most comprehensive poetries, this essay aims to sketch his work on the canvas of his devotional theology and fill in with the colours of regional poetics employed by him. While Nandadāsa follows the order of the unfolding of the divine dance as per the Bhāgavata Purāṇa’s description, he begins by setting up the stage of the narrative and concludes by highlighting the devotional significance of the episode.

Before I trace this scheme of narration, it is crucial to situate it in its historical context and outline the religious foundation upon which the poetic structure has been constructed. The following introductory sections are designed to take the reader from the outermost layer, which is the religious backdrop of the text, to the inner core, which is exploring the poet’s frame of thought through the accounts of his life and devotional inclination. The final section of the introduction sketches the order of Nandadāsa’s work and indicates the pattern of translation and annotation followed through the book.


1.1 Puṣṭimārga – The Bhāgavata-Bhakti Tradition of Vallabha

Bhakti as a form of religious expression has been primarily studied from the perspective of “the bhakti movement,” especially since the beginning of the twentieth century. As noted by many scholars, this considerably recent term has projected the idea of historical continuity through the development of bhakti, often at the cost of neglecting the undeniable heterogeneity in the style, narrative, purpose, and theological backdrop that defines the distinctiveness of these movements across India.1 Some of these regional forms and styles of bhakti are elaborated expressions of the idea of bhakti propounded by the Vedāntic preceptors, which were often exegetically based on the Purāṇic scriptures, especially the Bhāgavata.

However, before we describe the central position that the Bhāgavata occupies in Vallabha’s tradition, it is crucial to highlight the Vedāntic foundations upon which Vallabha builds his philosophical structure, to understand what distinguishes his hermeneutical approach from other Vedānta schools. The development of the Vedāntic philosophy is often divided into historical timeframes, namely, the early Vedāntic schools that were formulated before the compilation of the Brahmasūtras and the later schools that were formulated after the Brahmasūtras were configured into its present format. The Brahmasūtras, which are an axiomatic summary of the Upaniṣadic philosophy, are traditionally attribute to Vyāsa, the arranger of the Vedic texts, whose identity has been a matter of extensive scholarly debate and hence, the authorship of the texts attributed to him are often loosely stated. Against the traditional views, Brahmasūtras are believed to be compiled by several authors over a span of hundreds of years, and its present form is speculated to have been configured around 400 to 450 BCE.2 These divisions are of hermeneutical significance, for they define the epistemological structure of the Vedānta schools. While the early Vedānta schools are largely lost to us, the exponents of the later Vedānta schools begin their scriptural exegeses with their commentaries on the Brahmasūtras, and develop their worldview by quoting scriptural references from the verses of the Vedas and the Upaniṣads, the Brahmasūtras, the Bhagavadgītā, and at times, also the Bhāgavata. Of these ten later schools of Vedānta, as listed by R. Chaudhury in her work,3 five are noted to be the prominent ones, which are known as the “pañca-Vedānta-sampradāya.” These are the Kevalādvaita (Absolute Monism) of Śaṃkara, Viśiṣṭādvaita (Qualified Monism) of Rāmānuja, the Svābhāvikadvaitādvaita (Natural Dualism-Non-dualism) of Nimbārka, Bhedavāda (Doctrine of Difference) of Madhva, and the Śuddhādvaita (Pure Non-dualism) of Vallabha. Although these Vedāntic exponents adopt different hermeneutical structure to construct their exegetical positions, they uniformly agree on the incontestable authority of the Vedas and the Upaniṣads, the Brahmasūtras, and the Bhagavadgītā, which form a triad that is collectively known as the prasthānatrayī in the Vedānta tradition that developed after Śaṃkara. Vallabha contributes to this three-fold system of scriptural testimony by adding the Bhāgavata as an all-encompassing and culminative testimony of the scriptural inquiries, and thus designs a system commonly referred as pramāṇa-catuṣṭaya (four-fold means of knowledge).

Thus, taking a somewhat unconventional position in the trajectory of the Vedānta schools, the epistemological system of Vallabha hermeneutically views the Bhāgavata as a more detailed exposition of the ideas expressed in the Brahmasūtras, and not as a text that conflicts with the descriptions of nirguṇa Brahman in the Vedānta. In the beginning of his exegetical trilogy,4 he systematically establishes the Bhāgavata as a comprehensive treatise that eradicates all the doubts relating to scriptures.5 Thus, his hermeneutical exegeses situate the Bhāgavata as the culmination of scriptural inquiry, while his devotional path (Puṣṭimārga) is centred around the Kṛṣṇa devotional motifs of the Bhāgavata, which are rooted in Vraja, a region located in the north of India. The devotional path of Puṣṭimārga is characterised by the practice of puṣṭi-bhakti (grace-filled devotion), and the key idea outlined is indeed the correlation between the divine grace and devotion in the spiritual journey of the aspirant. Hence, it is significant to understand the concept of both grace and devotion as defined by Vallabha to understand the development of Puṣṭimārga, which is the very framework of Nandadāsa’s devotional poetry.

The Śuddhādvaita ideal of devotion is aphoristically defined in Śāstrārtha 42 as an unswerving love for God (sneha) classified by a mindful awareness of his glorious magnificence and essential form (māhātmya).6 This definition encapsulates the paradoxical qualities of the supreme deity Kṛṣṇa, and the resultant dichotomy in the ritual praxis of the path. Kṛṣṇa, although lovingly described as the adorably mischievous child of Yaśodā (yaśodotsañgalālitya), is simultaneously the gloriously transcendental Lord who reigns supreme over the entire creation (Bhagavān) as well as the formless Absolute (Brahman) within whom subsists the perceivable and non-perceivable universe.7 Vallabha defines the process of cultivating firm devotion as one that involves an interplay of devotional service (sevā) and development of an awareness about the supreme form of Kṛṣṇa (kathā), in a continuous and unbroken succession.8 His concept of sevā is a highly personalised form of devotion to the Lord based on the idea and practice of samarpaṇa, which is a volitionally dedicated engagement of physical body (tana), emotional expression (bhāva), and material wealth (vitta), solely in the service of a personal embodied form of Kṛṣṇa-for-worship (sevya-svarūpa).9 Such sevya-svarūpas are exclusively and distinctly sanctified for, and hence belong to, those devotees who after being initiated in the sect desire to worship him in their own homes (gṛhe-sthitvā) and without being distracted by worldly engagements (avyāvṛttaḥ).10 The distinguishing feature of sevā is bhāva, which incorporates the subjective affectivities of the devotee while also vicariously embodying in oneself the prototypical parental love of Yaśodā (vātsalya-bhāva) for her child and the paradigmatic passionate love of the gopikās (mādhurya-bhāva) for their beloved. This involvement of parental love and passionate love would seem to be an engagement of contradictory emotions within one devotee. However, Vallabha proclaims that the one who cognises Kṛṣṇa as the abode of contrary attributes who is the subject and the object of all emotions is indeed the true devotee. Such a devotee worships the Lord of Vraja (Kṛṣṇa) always (sarvadā) and with all forms of emotions (sarva-bhāvena).11 This requires a higher state of mental attuning which is developed through kathā, which is a recitation of the names and the narratives of the Lord. This process fosters a cognitive-spiritual awareness of Kṛṣṇa as both the supreme deity of the theistic liturgy (Bhagavān) and the formless absolute being who is one with the cosmos (Brahman). The cognition of Kṛṣṇa as Brahman leads to the knowledge of one’s own self (svarūpa-jñāna) as a manifestation of Brahman.12 The cognition of Kṛṣṇa as Bhagavān, then, is a reminder that duality is a playful expression of the divine bliss (ānandasya harerlīlā), which is to be joyfully accepted as the divine will.13 Thus, while the former cognition makes one understand that one is a part of Brahman (brahmāṃśa), establishing absolute non-duality (advaita) between individual self and Supreme Self, the latter cognition makes one cultivate one’s existence as a part of Bhagavān (bhagavadaṃśa), establishing a playful duality (līlātmaka-dvaita) between deity and devotee on the landscapes of devotional love. Vallabha thus outlines an ideal devotee as the one who directly experiences the absolute non-difference and yet feels blessed by submitting volitionally to the divine supreme will that manifests as the duality between the worshipper and the worshipped in and through worldly experiences.

Vallabha formally defines puṣṭi at the Bhāgavatārtha 6.2 as “the form of Kṛṣṇa’s grace that overcomes unfavourable period of time (kāla), an inexcusable action (karma), and an inappropriate nature (svabhāva).”14 To grasp the primary meaning of the term “puṣṭi” on the path of grace, I highlight Puruṣottama’s (1668-1725)15 commentary on the Puṣṭipravāhamaryādabheda, which is one of Vallabha’s sixteen treatises and discusses the difference between (the paths of) grace, flow, and limitations.16 In the beginning of his commentary, Puruṣottama raises an interesting query – if all the jīvas evolve ontologically as the manifestation of Brahman’s sat and cit aspects, then why is it that only a few are eligible to attain the supreme Lord (puruṣottama-prāptī). He answers by referring to a number of scriptural sources to support the three-fold hierarchization laid down by Vallabha, which places grace-filled selves (puṣṭi-jīvas) at the apex, and the rule-bound selves (maryādā-jīvas) and the worldly selves (pravāhī-jīvas) at the intermediate level and the lowest level respectively. Of these, the blessed individuals known as “puṣṭi-jīvas” are the ones who are chosen (varaṇa) by the supreme Lord based on their ability to engage in one-pointed (ekāgraha) and undiluted (śuddha) devotion. Further, the puṣṭi-jīvas and the maryādā-jīvas are categorised as daivī (godly) based on their inclination to strive for salvific objectives, while the pravāhī-jīvas are categorised as āsurī (demonic) based on their excessive indulgence in the worldly pleasures. Puruṣottama defines these worldly-selves as the ones who are flowing uninterruptedly in the cycle of births and deaths since the beginning of the creation (sargaparamparayā-avicchedana).17 I argue that this hierarchization outlines a divine arrangement of the selves into these categories, which can only be altered by the supremely sovereign divine will. Hence, we can observe that liberation, which for Vallabha is a state of being in eternal service of Kṛṣṇa, is only attainable by the virtue of being “divinely chosen” and not through the individual efforts of the finite self.18 Puruṣottama refers to the frequently quoted Kaṭha Upaniṣad verse19 to support this argument, and asserts that the embracement of the devotional path is itself completely dependent on the divine grace.20 The term “path of grace” thus outlines this unconditional suzerainty of divine grace over an individual’s soteriological endeavours. However, this “power-dynamic” set forth by the concept of puṣṭi is radically revised by Vallabha when he illustrates the highest order of bhakti as that in which the Lord himself becomes “dependent” on the supreme devotees, rather than the other way around.

For instance, at the Bhāgavata 9.4.66, Kṛṣṇa proclaims, “they (gopikās) have controlled me by their devotion,” and Lālūbhaṭṭa (CE 1632-1682) explains this subservience of deity to devotee by citing the distinguishing feature of “puṣṭi” stated by Vallabha in his Bhāgavatārtha 5.26: “when a devotee is dependent on Kṛṣṇa, it is the state in which the scriptural law is upheld (maryāda); however, when Kṛṣṇa becomes dependent on the devotee, it is an expression of grace or puṣṭi which supersedes all scriptural conventions.”21 In his auto-commentary on this verse (prakāśa), Vallabha further explains that “puṣṭi is thus a divine engagement, where a devotee is independent, and the supreme Lord acts in accordance with the wish of his devotee.”22 The gopikās are often stated as an archetype of this highest order of devotion, which begins, sustains, and culminates only through the divine grace, which Vallabha titles as śuddha-puṣṭi-bhakti. While explaining the context of grace and grace-filled devotees, Vallabha states that these devotees of undiluted love are extremely rare (śuddhāpremṇati-durlabhā). Here, Puruṣottama explains the term “śuddha” as a form of unmediated love (nirupādhika-prema) and illustrates it through several episodes from the Bhāgavata that describe the love of the gopikās for Kṛṣṇa.23 Thus, we find that on one hand, the concept of “puṣṭi” asserts the absolute supremacy of the divine will over the individual self, while on the other hand, the undiluted grace-filled devotion asserts the absolute accessibility of the supreme Lord to the devotee. As we have seen, Vallabha views the entire creation as a cosmic play of Brahman, where Brahman functions as both the redeemer and the redeemed, since Brahman and the finite world are not metaphysically nondifferent. This ontological presupposition is restated in the soteriology by defining the supreme Lord as the one who possesses the contrary attributes of being absolutely sovereign over, and lovingly accessible to, the devotee at the same time.

In conclusion, I posit that Vallabha’s conceptualisation of puṣṭi-bhakti emphasises the supremacy of the Lord, and yet advocates devotion as an intensely affective relationship between two loving partners who equally crave for each other’s affection. He proclaims the ascendancy of divine grace on the spiritual pilgrimage of the embodied self, and simultaneously acknowledges the loving submission of the divine Lord to the emotive affectivities of the devotee. I view this theocentric orientation as shaping Vallabha’s shift from being a Vedāntic expounder of the doctrine of Brahman to an ardent Kṛṣṇa devotee whilst constructing his ritual praxis. This devotional theism both equips the devotee with the independence to employ the rich particularities of the emotions in their devotional expressions, and also curbs the manifestation of individual egoism (ahaṃkāra) by grounding them in the humble submission to the divine will. Hence, Vallabha juxtaposes the definition of divine grace with the idea of undiluted devotion that holds the power to control the supreme Lord, and thus, paints a picture of a supreme Lord who can be both adored as the distant sovereign and loved as the intimate beloved. The gopikās of Vraja are seen by Vallabha as the epitome and the ideal of this loving and coequal union between the divine grace of the supreme Lord and the unswerving, unconditional affectivity of a devotee. The rāsapañcādhyāyī of the Bhāgavata, for Vallabha thus marks the climactic height of this divine devotional drama while bringing out the spectrum of theological emotivity and the ultimate fruition that a devotee achieves. In the next section, I will explore hermeneutics that Vallabha employs to understand the rāsapañcādhyāyī in accordance with the thematic structure of the Bhāgavata, which is aesthetically reflected by Nandadāsa in his poetics.




1.2 Theo-aesthetics of Bhāgavata and its Vedāntic Underpinning

The Bhāgavata is a concretely structured and densely woven theological text devoted to Kṛṣṇa bhakti, which is a theme expressed in the different rasas of dramaturgy.24 While the attempts to date the Bhāgavata have been inconclusive so far,25 the text itself proclaims its timeless origin to the supreme Lord Nārāyaṇa, who rendered it to the creator God Brahmā, in a condensed form of four verses (catuḥ-ślokī Bhāgavata). Thereupon, we find a descending line of interlocuters, through which the text gradually evolves until we reach Vyāsa, who elaborates it to the present format of twelve cantos. For the theological worldviews focused on Kṛṣṇa worship, this spatio-temporal infinity of the Bhāgavata establishes its divine authority much like the Vedas, and its overarching theme of devotion to Kṛṣṇa themes provides the framework for theo-aesthetics of Kṛṣṇa worship. Along with the classical theologians, the Bhāgavata’s association with theo-aesthetics is also widely noticed in the modern scholarship. For instance, G. Schweig writes that it represents the finest imageries and poetic renditions of the “Kṛṣṇa-Gopī” love themes,26 and while highlighting the dramaturgical aspects of the text, Wulff too states that Kṛṣṇa’s seemingly human actions are more appropriately seen as instances of divine “playacting”.27 The text itself opens with an invitation to “savour the rasa of the Bhāgavata”28 and ends by proclaiming that the one who is thus satiated by the nectar of the Bhāgavata will not be delighted by anything else.29 The Bhāgavata also firmly emphasises its grounding in and affiliation to the Vedic truth at two crucial framing junctures – it begins with the phrase “janmādyasya yataḥ,”30 which is a direct quote from the Brahmasūtras (1.1.2) that speak of Brahman as the foundational cause of the universe, and the text concludes by proclaiming that it contains the gist of all the Vedas.31 Thus, the Bhāgavata consists of a strong thematic interweaving of Vedāntic and aesthetic concepts throughout its cantos and delineates two significant conceptual layers of cosmological-theological inquiry and devotional-aesthetic experience. Firstly, as T.S. Rukumani has noted, the Bhāgavata is the gospel of bhakti that preaches the highest form of unconditional devotion.32 Secondly, the Bhāgavata articulates Kṛṣṇa as the Supreme Brahman who is completely aware of his divine identity and yet sportingly enacts diverse roles as a human being who is going through a gamut of some quotidian emotions.

The influence of the Bhāgavata is so profound in the Vallabhite tradition that the text itself is considered to be the literary form of Lord Kṛṣṇa, while the purpose of the life and mission of Vallabha is stated to bring forth its concealed essence. Thus, the composition of Subodhinī is seen as the fulfilment of this purpose, which although incomplete, is one of the most comprehensive commentaries on the Bhāgavata. Further, the Bhāgavatārtha, the third part of his exhaustive trilogy, provides a chapter-wise gist of the text. The two commentaries bring out the seven meanings of the Bhāgavata, of which the first four, namely, the meaning of the text as a whole (śāstrārtha); the meaning of the cantos (skandhārtha); the meaning of the tractates (prakaraṇārtha), and the meaning of the individual chapters (adhyāyārtha), is covered in the Bhāgavatārtha. The last three, namely, the meaning of each sentence (vākyārtha), each word (śabdārtha), and each syllable (akśarārtha), is elaborated in the Subodhinī, making it a more extensive work. As Vallabha’s exegeses of the Bhāgavata form a comprehensive treatise which is beyond the scope of this book to explore, I will focus on those sections of his commentary which engage with the motif of the 10th canto and the quintet of the round dance.




1.3 Rāsapañcādhyāyī – The Dance of the Self with the Supreme

The Bhāgavata’s association with the vocabularies, affectivities, and imageries of rasa has been extensively studied by several Indological scholars.33 A common theme in the bhakti movements, thus shaped by the Bhāgavata, is the foregrounding of purified experiences of mundane emotions (bhāva) as pivotal to the processes of devotional worship, and this emphasis on a transfigured affectivity sets them apart from the world-renouncing and itinerant ascetic pathways (saṃnyāsa) that propound the overcoming of all worldly emotional engagements. Everyday human emotions are enriched with the incorporation of rasa that transforms them into aesthetic expressions of devotional love. This brings us to the two densely interwoven ideas which are at the centre of Sanskritic aesthetic theory, bhāva and rasa. While they are sometimes used interchangeably to mean emotions, the difference between them is crucial to the aesthetic theory of the Nāṭyaśāstra and also to the understanding of the devotional aesthetics of Vallabha. The word rasa, mentioned in the Upaniṣads, has a wide range of meanings.34 However, here I will explore its definition in connection with the bhāvas as elucidated in the Nāṭyaśāstra, which speaks of eight types of rasas in connection with the eight permanent sthāyībhāvas. It is noteworthy that the term sthāyībhāva is understood in different ways. For instance, G.C.O. Haas proposes the word “permanent” to translate sthāyī and understands bhāvas literally as “states,”35 while M. Ghosh understands bhāvas as “psychological states” and translates sthāyī as durable.36 The precise relation between bhāva and rasa is itself highly debated, especially by the classical commentators such as Abhinavagupta and Bhoja – while the former states that rasa transcends the ordinary bhāva, the latter emphasises that the aesthetic enjoyment of rasa is just a further development of bhāva.37 In the Nāṭyaśāstra, rati (passionate love) is the sthāyībhāva of śṛṅgāra-rasa (mood of passion). However, bhāva for Vallabha is neither the sthāyībhāva nor the rasa of the Nāṭyaśāstric description. Giving an entirely theocentric meaning to the term, Vallabha defines bhāva as an experience of an emotional state when God becomes the supreme object of love (rati). Hence, I argue that the efflorescence of bhāva in Vallabha’s theology is expressed as bhakti.38 Further, while Bhoja takes śṛṅgāra-rasa to be the supreme rasa, Abhinavagupta defends the supremacy of śānta-rasa. As we have seen, the dramatic nature of the Bhāgavata is widely recognised, and it is possible to read it through the lens of śṛṅgāra-rasa or śānta-rasa. However, for Vallabha such a disjunctive reading would be specious as the former would merely explore the passions of love without acknowledging Brahman’s paramountcy and the latter would limit itself to the knowledge of Brahman while disregarding the playful duality līlātmika-dvaita) between the deity and the devotee. As we shall see, the devotional-aesthetic (bhakti-rasa) reading of the Bhāgavata provides the synthesis of both, a duality that incorporates the mood of passion and a non-duality that incorporates the mood of quietude. This blissful co-existence of playful duality with ontological non-duality is the crux of Vallabha’s philosophy of “Pure Non-dualism” (Śuddhādvaita).
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