Abhinavagupta’s rasa-aesthetics and Bharata’s sacrificial theater:
Humor and its semblance in ‘The Little Clay Cart’ (Mṛcchakaṭikā)
[400-word abstract for IGNCA international conference in Delhi, Dec. 15-17, 2016, on]

Abhinavagupta: The Genius of Kashmir
As a ritual performance, the brahmanical sacrifice (yajña), around which the semiotics of Vedic life
revolved, could be undertaken only by twice-born upper-castes and officiated exclusively by trained
orthodox brahmins. Participation of otherwise excluded lower castes was ensured through transposition
onto public festivals, popular pilgrimages with their mythological backdrop, (antinomian) tantric praxis,
individual life-cycle rituals (saṁskāra), etc., and especially the all-inclusive classical theater (nāṭya).
Abhinava declares that the ‘stage manager’ (sūtradhāra), though of lowly (śūdra) caste, deserves to be
addressed as “Ārya” for he is fully initiated (dīkṣita) into the innermost secrets of Bharata’s nāṭya-veda.
My comprehensive hermeneutics of ‘The Little Clay Cart’ (Mṛcchakaṭikā) shows how this ‘profane’
(prakaraṇa) drama not only remains a yajña in disguise, but helps clarify the inner meaning and purpose
of this foundational Vedic institution. The dīkṣita state of the (royal) protagonist (nāyaka) as sacrificer
(yajamāna) has been split off into his indispensable equal and alter ego, the ‘great brahmin’ (mahābrāhmaṇa). While provoking laughter that punctuates the play’s aesthetic surface, this clown’s ‘follies’
serve to cloak his transgressive role as bearer of the sacred enigma (bráhman). The murderous plot
repeatedly underlines the ‘guileless’ buffoon’s (ritual) complicity with the even more ridiculous figure of
the villain Śakāra, in whom the ‘evil’ (duṣṭa-) dimension of the dīkṣita’s embryonic regression (-baṭuka)
has been more fully developed. Falsely accused, Cārudatta, romantic hero as substitute victim, is
reprieved at the very moment when ‘evil’ king Pālaka, just about to immolate the sacrificial goat, is slain.
Abhinava’s cryptic declaration that the vidūṣaka deploys ‘the semblance of the comic’ (hāsyābhāsa) that
nevertheless generates humor (hāsya) confirms that this foremost exponent of radical Tantrism
entertained an esoteric understanding of the sacrificial underpinnings of worldly theater that is only
hinted at in his otherwise encyclopedic commentary on Bharata’s founding treatise. Having assumed the
cosmogonic role of Brahmā in the ritual preliminaries (pūrvaraṅga) and conversing in Sanskrit in the
prologue, it is the ‘brahmin’ sūtradhāra who steps onto the profane vernacularized stage as the
deformed jester bearing the crooked stick (kuṭilaka) of his patron god.
I

Sheldon Pollock has gleefully ‘exposed’ Abhinava as a ‘plagiarist’ who “shamelessly” (mis-)
appropriated Bhaṭṭa Nāyaka’s explanation of the universalization (sādhāraṇīkaraṇa) of aesthetic relish
(rasa) on the ritual (mīmāṁsaka) model of the impersonal generalization of the Vedic injunction to
perform the yajña. Nāyaka’s crucial insight is known to us, however, only through his successor’s
attribution by name and generous acclaim, even while simplifying and streamlining his over-complex
tripartite mechanism (bhāvaktva, sādhāraṇīkaraṇa, bhojakatva). Bharata’s and Kālidāsa’s presentation
of nāṭya as a yajña rendered delightful to the senses was, instead, taken for granted by classical
playwrights and traditional commentators, including Abhinava, even if the implications of this homology
were never made publicly explicit for obvious reasons. The generalized process of (aesthetic)
‘identification’ (tanmayībhavana with and through the nāyaka-yajamāna) that sustains our enjoyment
of rasa also ensures that the rest of us ‘connoisseurs’ (vicariously) participate willy-nilly in the sacrifice,
whether we know it or not.
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Abhinavagupta’s rasa-aesthetics and Bharata’s sacrificial theater:
Humor and its semblance in ‘The Little Clay Cart’ (Mṛcchakaṭikā)
For Rameshwar Jha, great brahmin who gave me (back) what’s most precious, my Self!1
This paper aims to (re-) integrate Abhinavagupta’s aesthetics of rasa and humor (hāsya) with
the ‘obsolete’ Vedic sacrifice on the one hand and his radical Tantric praxis on the other. I do so through
a systematic, though incomplete, exegesis2 of The Little Clay Cart (Mṛcchakaṭikā)—till now
considered the profane drama (prakaraṇa) par excellence3—through the friendly eyes of the clown
(vidūṣaka) to unravel the ritual underpinnings of his ‘semblance of humor’ (hāsyābhāsa).4 This

1

Dedication and Thanksgiving: “I offer [this PhD thesis] finally as a tribute to Mahāmahopādhyāya Ācārya
Rameshwar Jha who, as one of the last surviving mahābrāhmaṇas, had no hesitation in wholeheartedly
communicating to this veritable cāṇḍāla whatever little of his learning and spiritual realization I could absorb. In
him, I had the rare opportunity of confronting the exposition of Kashmir Shaiva doctrine with the personal
realization of its fundamental tenets. To him also, I owe many hours of discussion of some of the passages from
the Abhinavabhāratī translated and commented upon here. […] I place the garland of these offerings at the feet
of Abhinavaguptapādācārya for it is his inspired thought that is the thread that ties them together around the
radiant light of a consummate spiritual realization” (Visuvalingam, Humor i-vii).
2
This paper is an elaboration of my Dec. 16 talk at the “Abhinavagupta: Genius of Kashmir” conference
(15-17 Dec. 2016) hosted by and at Indira Gandhi National Center for Arts, New Delhi. The video of my
presentation with following discussion is at https://goo.gl/photos/zXPDz2u4kdDdA8uZ7, and my accompanying
slides at http://www.svabhinava.org/abhinava/AbhinavaGeniusOfKashmir/Sunthar_AbhinavaNatyaVeda_slidesframe.php. The abridged print version for the conference-volume is available at
http://svabhinava.org/abhinava/AbhinavaGeniusOfKashmir/RasaAestheticsSacrificialTheaterIGNCAshortframe.php. Indicated in the abridged IGNCA print version simply by an asterisk* as placeholder, this longer version
retains and highlights all the citations and ‘digressions’ especially in footnotes: these include the politics of
scholarship, such as the controversy over Indo-European comparative mythology behind the interpretation of the
pūrvaraṅga and recent condescending Western attempts to denigrate Abhinavagupta and Indian aesthetics. My
decision to work simultaneously side-by-side on two versions, straightforwardly short and digressively long, of the
same text, with these footnotes serving as (auto-) commentary, is inspired by Abhinava’s own pedagogic strategy
as reflected on his two commentaries on (Utpaladeva’s) Īśvarapratyabhijñākārikā. Almost all the passages of this
paper, with supporting arguments and references, were posted piecemeal for discussion at
https://groups.yahoo.com/neo/groups/Abhinavagupta/info, starting January 2017, and embedded links to the
same will be gradually added this online long version. Prof. Radhavallabh’s critique of Abhinavagupta’s (not my)
understanding of rasābhāsa (see notes 15, 18 and 22 below) has encouraged me to contextualize and refine its
treatment here. I am grateful to IGNCA Executive Trustee, Prof Bharat Gupt for having invited me and hope this
contribution will further our ongoing dialogue on finer points of Nāṭya-Śāstra and Sanskrit theater.
3
M. R. Kale’s edition of this drama (Mṛcchakaṭikā), with Prithvidhara’s traditional Sanskrit commentary,
Kale’s literal English translation and critical notes, is invaluable for coming to grips with the original text. His
translation, without the scholarly apparatus, has been republished in 2015 with useful essays by others (Kale).
Arthur Ryder’s eminently readable literary translation of 1905 is mostly faithful to the original text (Clay Cart).
4
Except for a few unavoidable instances, illustrations here of the Vidūṣaka’s stereotyped traits and of
hāsyābhāsa are drawn from Maitreya’s depiction and role in the Mṛcchakaṭikā. For more complete descriptions
of these traits and their exemplification in other plays, in accessible format, see G.K. Bhat, also J.T. Parikh.
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‘great brahmin’ (mahābrāhmaṇa)—theatrical transposition of the ‘initiate’ (dīkṣita), symbolic fusion
of both consecrated Vedic sacrificer and transgressive Tantric adept—is the alter ego of the ‘hero’
(nāyaka), who ‘leads’ (nī-) us spectators into participating aesthetically in the drama-as-sacrifice.

Semblance of Rasa: Abhinavagupta’s bisociative conception of humor (hāsya)
Abhinavagupta in his Abhinavabhāratī (AB) commentary on the Nāṭyaśāstra (NŚ) cumulatively
makes four enigmatic and even startling observations on ‘humor’ (hāsya)5 that have far-reaching
implications well beyond (the Indian) aesthetics (of rasa) both for a cross-cultural theory of comic
laughter and for understanding the ritual underpinnings of the clown (vidūṣaka) of the Sanskrit theater.6
Taken together, these (also logically) successive insights are explicable only in the light of an implicit
‘bisociation’ theory of humor and laughter (Visuvalingam, Humor ch. III, 77-132).7 A potent stimulus
5

Abhinavabhāratī on NŚ: “The semblance of any aesthetic emotion (rasa) produces ‘humor’ (hāsya).”
“Therefore, all the rasas are included in hāsya.” “The semblance of hāsya (hāsyābhāsa) also becomes hāsya.” “In
this way, the Vidūṣaka deploys hāsyābhāsa.” (GOS vol. I, ch.6, p.295–296).
6
This section is a concise summary of the first nine chapters of my PhD thesis on “Abhinavagupta’s
conception of humor: its resonances in Sanskrit drama, poetry, Hindu mythology and spiritual praxis,” submitted in
1983 at the Dept. of Philosophy, Banaras Hindu University. The body of the thesis, which includes text references
omitted here for lack of space, is accessible—along with the examiner reports and much ancillary materials—at my
international website for collaborative research: http://www.svabhinava.org/humorphd/index.php. “The thesis is
at times overburdened with argumentation and information not always directly useful towards the understanding
of the main points. The footnotes here and there grow unnecessarily into independent essays. The supplement
crowns this tendency. We think that the Author should emulate here the Indian sūtra style or/and lecture on the
subject which will certainly have a salutary effect in this regard” (Byrski, report). Having long since taken to heart
Prof. MC Byrski’s recommendation, I’ve kept the argument taut, relegating all ‘glosses’ (ṭīkā) to footnotes.
7
Nowhere does Abhinava explicitly formulate ‘bisociation’ as the underlying cognitive structure that
transforms rasābhāsa into hāsya; the term itself was coined only in the last century by Arthur Koestler and, even
then, understood more in terms of the disruption of emotional inertia or momentum by ideational thought. Byrski,
in his otherwise highly appreciative PhD examiner’s report (1984) therefore took me to task for starting my
intellectual demarche from a Western perspective, exemplified by my taking Gurdjieff’s theory of (the ‘physiology’
of) laughter (chapter 2) as the theoretical foundation to build upon.
“Some of them open interesting possibilities of looking for purely Indian categories of apprehending this
aspect. For instance, “…‘the sudden dissociation of intellectual and emotional state, the rupture between knowing
and feeling, is a fundamental characteristic of the comic’ (Insight and Outlook, p.65)” (p.89). Could we say that
the comic is generated by a sudden dissociation between the dharma-sphere (intellectual, knowing?) and the
kāma-sphere (emotional, feeling)? Consequently, a question could be asked whether it is necessary to look for
suitable notions to analyse humour outside the pale of traditional Indian set of references. We shall return to this
problem in our concluding remarks again. […] [Postscript:] My enthusiastic opinion of Mr. [Visuvalingam’s] thesis
does not mean that I see eye to eye with him [on] all the problems tackled. Here I would like to challenge one
important aspect of his approach, not because I consider it to be invalid but because it impresses me as construed
upon, so to speak, external premises. This is so because the general tendency of the Author’s argument seems to
be to confirm in terms of modern Western psychology all what Indian aestheticians and in particular
Abhinavagupta propounded. Commendable as the attempt is, it does not make the inner coherence of the Indian
cultural system without calling for the help of external props (i.e., Gurdjieff’s theory, for instance) its sole starting
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provokes and sustains an emotional attitude by generating an association field—comprising thoughts,
feelings and motor impulses—that condition how the subject responds, positively (desire, enthusiasm,
curiosity, etc.) or negatively (sorrow, anger, fear, disgust, etc.), typically resulting in purposive activity
(artha-kriyā-kāritva). When the stimulus, even an otherwise familiar one, unexpectedly provokes two
sharply opposed reactions, generating mutually incompatible fields—paralyzing bisociation instead of
the expected association—the nervous energy thus ‘unnecessarily’ mobilized is instead released and
discharged in the form of (the six degrees of) pleasurable laughter. The bisociative structure (hāsa in the
rasa-schematic) could thus have any other unitary emotion and its negation, even two opposed
emotions, as its constitutive fields. While laughter or smiling is its outer physiological expression, the
underlying bisociation could also give rise inwardly to ‘humor’ (hāsya) when the constituent emotions
are aesthetically evoked and sustained through witticism, imaginative projection or dramatization.
‘Humor’ (hāsya) would not be a single unitary emotion like the others but a binary structure comprising
(two) sharply opposed perceptions, associative fields, motor impulses and, most relevant for the
aesthetic context, their corresponding feelings. Thus, all the rasas may be said to be comprised within
hāsya. Universally held to be the cause of laughter and humor, (perceived) ‘incongruity’ (vikṛti) is simply
a convenient shorthand way of saying that the ‘funny’ stimulus, including any emotion typically
associated with it, is now triggering a bisociated cognition instead: incongruity is thus not an objective
external fact but an implied relation generated by, depending on perception and conditioning. Hence,
the same joke, situation, behavior, presupposed attitude, etc., may not be found funny across cultures,
why divergent ‘senses of humor’ may coexist within a universally valid theory of humor.
Often painful or just neutral, the varied personal emotions that are provoked and sustained by
psychological causes in everyday life have been classified by Bharata into eight ‘permanent dispositions’
(sthāyībhāva), further variegated by a much larger number of ‘transitory feelings’ (vyabhicāri-bhāva).
For Abhinava, the aesthetic enjoyment of rasa depends, ideally, on our ability to identify spontaneously

point. The corresponding theories from outside the indigenous system should be referred to only after the case is
independently established within it. As it has been already said, the method adopted by the author is valid and it is
here challenged because of different, we would say, ‘Weltanschauung.’”
So, I am now presenting the same here as an ‘original’ thesis, in much the same way that Ānandavardhana
expounded his ‘revolutionary’ dhvani principle as already exemplified by the poetic practice of the ancients and
Utpaladeva presented his ‘novel’ doctrine of recognition as implicit in their spiritual praxis. Gurdjieff’s (yes|no)
formulation did not touch on aesthetics, much less humor (as distinct from laughter). On the other hand, the
(universal) ‘mutual neutralization’ of binaries is central to Hindu spiritual praxis is discussed extensively—in
physiological and cognitive terms—by Abhinava under the esoteric term ‘equinox’ (viṣuvat).
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and completely with a character onstage responding to the dramatized representations (vibhāva) of
those causes as if he/she were the ‘receptacle’ (āśraya) of the corresponding emotion. The theatrical
(and poetic) enjoyment of ‘erotic love’ (śṛṅgāra) and of ‘pathos’ (karuṇa) is possible only though such
(aesthetic) ‘identification’ (tanmayībhavana)8 “that is so complete that we seem to be experiencing the
same emotion without any distinction of self and other. This is precisely why our whole-hearted
enjoyment of Sītā’s beauty through the eyes of Lord Rāma is no stigma to Indian aesthetics” (ibid., 11). 9
The aesthetic enjoyment of love-in-union’ (sambhoga), which depends on our simultaneously
identifying with both male and female in the reciprocity of their interaction, is invariably accompanied
by delectable hāsya, especially through the introduction of transitory negative emotions (jealousy,
indignation, shame, coyness, trepidation, etc.) that—while neutralizing other likewise fleeting positive
emotions (delight, eagerness, boldness, etc.)—are subordinated to and nourish the erotic sentiment
that remains primary. The valid distinction between hāsa (as sthāyin) and hāsya (as rasa)—often blurred
by the laughter that envelops hilarious jokes and the clown’s antics—is best illustrated emotionally by
such delicate scenes captured in beautiful love-poems.10 Despite the Mṛcchakaṭikā being a romance,
such love-humor is relegated to its margins. Resigned hero Cārudatta, for all his despondent
passion, remains ever-serious, even when the object of his desire is at hand, available and willing. 11
Plying a promiscuous trade that thrives on overt flirtation, courtesan Vasantasenā, now hopelessly
in love, is too sophisticated and sensitive to openly mock her timid lover even when fondly teasing

8

Visuvalingam (Abhinavagupta 11-14) offers an in-depth clarification of tanmayībhavana and the complex
cognitive process whereby ‘worldly’ (laukika) emotion is aestheticized into its corresponding rasa.
9
Bhaṭṭa Nāyaka gave voice to the discomfiture of prior theorists attempting to explain Sītā as ‘stimulus’
(vibhāva = ‘determinant’) for our enjoyment of śṛṅgāra despite being the chaste wife of the model husband,
before invalidating the (apparent) moral ‘dilemma’ through the process of ‘generalization’ (sādhāraṇīkaraṇa).
Dramaturgist Dhanika, a subsequent partisan of Nāyaka, has misunderstood sādhāraṇīkaraṇa as having ‘resolved’
the dilemma by reducing the unique individuality of Sītā in the Hindu ethical sensibility to mere ‘womanhood’
(strītva), thereby muddying the contemporary understanding of Abhinava’s aesthetics (see note 148 below).
10
“The Role of Hāsya in Śṛṅgāra” (Visuvalingam, Humor chapter 8, 247-287) is illustrated through
psychological analyses of (Abhinava’s sensitive exegesis of) ‘compact love-verses’ (muktaka = ‘pearl’) by Amaru.
11
Vasantasenā is endowed with a subtle, tactful sense of humor as when she plays along with those who
try to deceive her, calling her beloved a “gambler,” and inwardly enjoying his bewilderment by showing her
supposedly ‘stolen’ jewels (Act V). Even our ever-serious Cārudatta, whose timid love-in-despondency hardly
brooks a smile, looks funny admiring the pot-hole through which her deposit was stolen (III). The rowdy behavior
of the gamblers (II), the burglar’s naughty description of the tricks of his trade (III), the ‘great brahmin’ naively
exploring the wonders of the whorehouse (IV), the quid pro quo when the carriages and their passengers get
mixed up (VI, VII), the horrifying antics at the courthouse (IX),
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his subterfuges, such as when he ashamedly claims to have lost her jewels through gambling. 12 This
comedy relies for its all-pervasive hāsya—generated by the villain, clown, and subsidiary characters
to engulf all the other emotions—on the ‘semblance of rasa' (rasābhāsa) especially of śṛṅgāra.

1. “Semblance of any rasa produces hāsya” – incongruity and impropriety
Bharata divides the eight traditional (aesthetic) ‘sentiments’ (rasa)—or rather their underlying
‘permanent emotional dispositions’ (sthāyībhāva)—into four pairs, each comprising a primary and a
secondary rasa.13 NŚ simply states that each primary emotion generates its secondary counterpart, with
‘humor’ (hāsya) arising from the “imitation” (anukṛti) of (romantic) ‘love’ (śṛṅgāra). Abhinava, however,
takes each pair as illustrating a uniquely distinct type of psychological causality that may obtain between
any two sthāyins, regardless of primary or secondary status, and thus also generalizes the case of hāsya.
Bharata’s assertion that hāsya arises from (the theatrical depiction of romantic) ‘love’ (śṛṅgāra) is, in this
way, extended to its being generated by the ‘semblance’ (ābhāsa) of any rasa.14
The (characteristically restrained) expressions of romantic love (rati) toward Sītā exhibited by (the
actor impersonating) Rāma evoke and sustain our enjoyment of śṛṅgāra. Why then do the same
symptoms, now exaggerated through the otherwise learned and talented brahmin Rāvaṇa, evoke
derisive laughter instead? Why do we identify wholly with the former to enjoy her feminine grace and
beauty but are revolted by the latter, his jealous rival? Addressing this apparent challenge to rasatheory, Abhinava’s by now millennial formulation of rasābhāsa offers a still novel insight into the nature
and genesis of humor. Unlike Rāma’s reciprocated passion for his devoted wife, Rāvaṇa’s love-sickness
provokes hāsya instead, because the incongruity regarding age, station, situation, her indifference to his
infatuation, etc., inhibit the maintenance and nourishment of the expected rasa. What we experience is
instead an (unstable) ‘semblance’ (ābhāsa) of śṛṅgāra that ‘resolves’ into (the enjoyment of) hāsya. 15 At
12

Act IV Scene 1 where burglar Śarvilaka arrives to ransom his beloved Madanikā, Vasantasenā’s maid,
with the courtesan’s own stolen jewels, owes its humor to various misunderstandings regarding the theft, motive,
(mutual) trust, etc. However, this subsidiary love-affair is barely exploited to evoke śṛṅgāra.
13
Love (śṛṅgāra), anger (raudra), heroism (vīra) and disgust (bībhatsa) are stated to give rise respectively
to the secondary rasas of humor (hāsya), pathos (karuṇa), wonder (adbhuta) and fear (bhayānaka). For the
remaining three modes of causality, not relevant here, see Visuvalingam (Humor 294-296).
14
Abhinava explicitly mentions and cites examples of the semblances of heroism (vīra), pathos (karuṇa),
tranquility (śānta) and, paradoxically, of humor (hāsya) itself. I illustrate them subsequently by contrasting mockheroism in the vidūṣaka Maitreya and the cowardly bully Śakāra, śānta in the gambler-turned-monk, karuṇa
feigned by Abhinava’s uncle Vāmanagupta and, of course, (semblance of) hāsya in the stereotyped vidūṣaka.
15
The relevant Sanskrit passages are reproduced, collated, translated and analyzed in my PhD thesis
(Visuvalingam, Humor 296-314). After my IGNCA talk, Prof. Radhavallabh Tripathi objected that the term ābhāsa¸
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the initial phase (prāk kakṣāyām) of the cognitive processing, śṛṅgāra is indeed evoked, with there being
no difference between their rival professions of sexual love.16 But immediately contradicted, negated
and thereby ‘disrupted’ (-bhaṅga) by our perception of ‘impropriety’ (anaucitya) in the case of Rāvaṇa,
this incipient śṛṅgāra is reduced to a (mere) semblance of itself.17 Though (bisociative) incongruity and
(moral) impropriety coincide here, it is the former that triggers laughter (would we still be laughing if the
villain then attempted to rape Sītā?). But are we justified in conflating incongruity and impropriety?
Rasa-discourse assumed a new dimension with the introduction for the first time of the concept of
ābhāsa by Udbhaṭa (c. 800), a predecessor of Ānandavardhana and Bhaṭṭanāyaka, and first known NŚ
commentator.18 This was a period of incoherence and confusion arising from the attempt to force-fit the
primacy of theatrical rasa onto the separate preexisting discipline of poetics (kāvya) defined analytically
through the enumeration and differentiation of rhetorical figures of speech (alaṅkāra), so much so that
modalities of rasa were inconsistently counted among them. Udbhaṭa’s neologism nevertheless already
reflects a widely felt unease with certain aesthetic configurations that seemed prima facie to fulfill the

not employed by NŚ, would rather mean (the world of experience as) ‘manifestation’ (of absolute Consciousness). I
responded that this could not apply here because Abhinava was attempting to establish the formal distinction,
inherited by this discipline of aesthetics, between Rāma’s love (śṛṅgāra-rasa) for Sītā and that exhibited by Rāvaṇa
(śṛṅgārābhāsa). For the Pratyabhijñā doctrine (ābhāsa-vāda), everything is a ‘manifestation’ of Lord Śiva. Bharata
does speak of hāsya as (mere) “imitation” that Abhinava equates to a “semblance” of śṛṅgāra. Moreover, the two
parallel passages in the Locana and the Bhāratī describing Rāvaṇa’s psychological state and its effect on us leave
no room for doubt as to his understanding of the difference, even had he not chosen to use the term ābhāsa at all.
Rasābhāsa is cognitively comparable to the (erroneous) perception of silver (or snake) being sublated by the
recognition of mother-of-pearl (or rope) in the Vedantic stock example of the illusoriness of the empirical world.
16
“As Abhinava notes, Rāvaṇa’s desire for Sītā is not illicit under his own moral regime. It is no less real
than Rāma’s, and a semblance only for us, not for him ([Abhinavabhāratī] I.289)” (Pollock, Rasa 337). How would
Pollock, who keeps insisting that rasa prior to Bhaṭṭa Nāyaka was located in the literary text or the character-actor
onstage, explain the locus of rasābhāsa where our experience nor longer coincides with the emotion depicted?
17
Following Ingalls, Pollock has misunderstood Abhinava as implying that the śṛṅgāra here is perceived as
hāsya only in retrospect and goes further by ascribing the Indian commentator’s recourse to rasābhāsa to an
extraneous value-judgement (Social Aesthetic). Though both our essays were published (2004) in the same
volume, this rebuttal (Visuvalingam, Abhinavagupta p.23 n. 46, p.17 n.28), like several others by me, still awaits an
informed response from this would-be authority on rasa-aesthetics.
18
R. Tripathi, who has suggested resituating rasābhāsa in its historical and wider context, offered the
following rejoinder: “It should not be presumed that impropriety and incongruousness is always there in rasābhāsa
and bhāvābhāsa. Abhinavagupta does allow a certain dignity in the character of Rāvaṇa. His attraction to Sītā, if it
is called rasābhāsa may not be a matter to be laughed at. It is not proper also to assume that the philosophical
implications of the concept of ābhāsa in rasa-discourse were not considered. The term ābhāsa as used by
[Kavikarṇapura] in [his] vṛtti [commentary] on Alaṅkārakaustubha reminds of its philosophical connotation”
(email dated 26 Sep. 2017). If it is not (moral) impropriety nor even (cognitive) incongruity, then what is it that
leads not only Abhinava but commentators before and after him to label Rāvaṇa’s professions of love as
rasābhāsa? What is the distinguishing criterion? At the risk of digression and of annoying the reader, I have
addressed Tripathi’s concerns, for the sake of completeness, in the final expanded version here of this section.
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criteria for evoking rasa but nevertheless fell short in the final experience; this is already attributed to
the presence of ‘impropriety’ (anaucitya) with persistent moral overtones.19 The term rasābhāsa can be
misleading for it may be construed as a non-aesthetic counterfeit of rasa in the generic sense, instead of
as a semblance of śṛṅgāra (or of another specific rasa) that can still be relished in its own distinct and
subordinate way.20 After all, the ensuing hāsya remains one of the eight canonical rasas, enumerated
separately because of its ubiquitous and unique appeal. ‘Semblance’ here simply implies that rasābhāsa
falls short of and should not be confused with full-fledged development of the corresponding rasa.21
Abhinava accepts rasābhāsa as a valid aesthetic category within a hierarchy of taste informed, from
within, by moral prerogatives but not reducible to the latter.22 The linguistic problem posed by rasa in

19

“However, the internal strain in the system has become apparent: despite his effort to approximate the
dramaturgical model, Udbhaṭa continues to categorize all these as figures of speech, and, like Bhāmaha and
Daṇḍin, to group them with such tropes as ‘disingenuous expression’ and the ‘description of providential help.’ By
the end of the ninth century, Udbhaṭa’s commentator Pratihārendurāja was confessing how markedly the
conceptual terrain had shifted from the time of his author: ‘Whether the rasas and the emotions, given that they
are the source of the highest literary beauty, are “ornaments” of literature or its very life force will not be a subject
for consideration here lest it unduly lengthen the book.’ The commentator’s question would be answered almost
immediately” (Pollock, Rasa 11). “The phrase ‘semblance of rasa’ was first used (and probably invented) by
Udbhaṭa (c. 800) to characterize narrative that was ‘contrary to social propriety’ and thereby violated a core
feature of rasa, its ethical normativity. In the erotic, for example, the mutuality of desire would obviously be
violated in the case of sexual assault. […] What Udbhaṭa’s and Valmīki’s poems describe is a semblance of
legitimate sexual desire; what they offer, however, is decidedly not, as some contemporary scholars have
described it, only a semblance of aesthetic experience” (Pollock, Rasa 28). “Udbhaṭa’s treatment of aesthetic
emotion marks the final—and by now contradiction-riddled—where the conceptual framework of the older
rhetorical analysis that had contained it, so far as narrative poetry is concerned, was stressed to the breaking
point. And Udbhaṭa nearly broke it. […] Yet despite this close approximation to the dramaturgical model, Udbhaṭa
continues, like Bhāmaha and Daṇḍin before him, to categorize all these forms of expression as figures of speech
like the tropes based on semantic indirection […]. By the early tenth century Indurāja was registering concern over
the tensions here […]” (Pollock, Rasa 66).
20
“To identify something as the semblance of rasa, accordingly, is to make judgement, not on the quality
of the poem, but rather on the nature of the aesthetic experience it produces, where something is, if not always
‘contrary to social propriety’ as Udbhaṭa has it, at least ‘out of keeping’. Far from marking failure to become a
‘genuine aesthetic experience,’ semblance of rasa offers an experience of another order, at once morally
problematic, psychologically subtle, and aesthetically complex and one that great literature cannot forgo. If rasa is
the ultimate literary value, the question of how to assess the value of a literary work where rasa as such is
absent—indeed, must be absent—requires real discernment, and this is what Indian thinkers brought to bear”
(Pollock, Rasa 28).
21
The inferior aesthetic status of rasābhāsa parallels, in this respect and at the linguistic level, parallels
the distinction made by Ānandavardhana between ‘suggestion subordinated’ (guṇī-bhūta-vyaṅgya) to the
expressed meaning, as opposed to the touchstone of (rasa-) dhvani where the suggested sense shines supreme.
22
R. Tripathi’s objection (see note 15 above) was more prompted by his concern that Abhinava’s formula
was being interpreted in such a way as to deny any aesthetic validity to rasābhāsa, whereas instances, exemplified
by Kṛṣṇa’s adulterous love for the cowherdesses, could be cited, as by Kavikarṇapura, that are most relishable
despite—or rather perhaps because of—their violating the preconditions for rasa proper. See our exchange after
my IGNCA talk at https://goo.gl/photos/zXPDz2u4kdDdA8uZ7. This dispute is irrelevant to the psychology of hāsya
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poetry (kāvya) had already been resolved through the dhvani-hierarchy, introduced by
Ānandavardhana, that culminates in the suggestion of rasa. Abhinava is now redefining its ‘semblance’
on firmer cognitive, emotional and ethical foundations while fulfilling Udbhaṭa’s project of harmonizing
poetry and theater within a single analytical schema. This is the interdisciplinary and historical
significance of Abhinava reproducing this rasābhāsa passage in both his commentaries.
Incongruity is not always synonymous with (socio-ethical) impropriety. Abhinava relishes Amaru’s
condensed love-verses (muktaka)—even as he dissects them to illustrate the modalities of their amoral
śṛṅgāra, suffused by humor that depends on delicate emotional bisociation—as among the finest and
most authentic illustrations of rasa (Visuvalingam, Humor ch. 7, 247-287). Ānanda repeatedly
demonstrates how the suggested meaning of an utterance—often by an adulterously inclined woman—
can transgress what it seems explicitly to forbid, without his illustrious and sympathetic commentator
ever charging him with impropriety.23 The Prakrit verses cited or composed by Ānandavardhana to
illustrate the varieties of suggestion often have for their theme the circumvention and violation of social
norms, yet neither the pioneer of dhvani-poetics nor his authoritative commentator Abhinava feel called
upon to justify their assumed aesthetic value. Whereas such erotic poetry—even when finding choice
expression through the mellifluous vocalization of the vernacular that men had to resort to in
intercourse with their unschooled womenfolk—was cultivated and circulated among learned elites
steeped in the classics, Bharata’s theater, which appealed to all classes and especially the illiterate
masses, already had the inculcation of the (legitimate) ‘goals of life’ (puruṣārtha) as a primary goal.
While upright Lord Rāma, the ‘hero of measured moderation’ (maryāda-puruṣa) could lend himself
so readily to Abhinava’s efforts to harness the rasa-aesthetic to the moral purpose already inherent in
Bharata’s theater, Viṣṇu’s subsequent incarnation, hardly a model for human imitation, continues to be
loved, venerated and worshipped despite—or rather because of—his playful transgression of sexual

being discussed here. For a more nuanced treatment, see my entire section on “Good Taste, Bad Taste, ‘Hindu’
Taste: The Aesthetics of Rasābhāsa” (Visuvalingam, Abhinavagupta 21-24).
23
Kavikarṇapura latches on to and glorifies such varieties of suggestion, precisely because of their
applicability to Lord Krishna’s wayward behavior that he refuses to devalorize as (mere) ‘semblance’ of (śṛṅgāra-)
rasa. “The axiomatic sort of semblance is occasioned by impropriety as such, as for example if a woman were to
have multiple lovers. To quote [133]: ‘Although a poem may constitute a semblance of rasa by representing desire
for a married woman, it can still constitute great poetry if it shows mastery of implicature.’ […] we may agree that
‘Although a given rasa may be semblance, it can participate in implicature at the moment of aesthetic rapture.’
Thus, in the case of the ordinary rasa, what constitutes the limiting condition of a poem’s greatness is implicature
[suggestion] and that alone, and not whether or not it violates propriety. For extraordinary rasa, by contrast, it is
precisely the desire for a married woman that is taught as desire’s highest form of all” (Pollock, Rasa 295-296).
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norms. Lord Kṛṣṇa’s irresistibly adulterous dalliance with the infatuated cowherdesses would be of a
transcendental nature. The possible discomfiture provoked by such cognitive and ethical dissonance is
typically explained away by translating the otherwise bewildering and offensive scenarios into allegories
for abstruse metaphysical truths. All-consuming hence liberating divine love (bhakti) is held to override
its domesticated and diluted refraction in the dissipating entanglements of conventional relations.
Choosing to work within Bharata’s ‘secularized’ framework that had no place for a privileged emotion
directed toward God,24 Abhinava rejected any claims by ‘devotion’ (bhakti) to separate rasa-status and
instead reduces it to a modality of eros (rati). Within this ‘worldly’ outlook, the sweet amours of Rādhā
in Jayadeva’s Gīta-Govinda would have to be enjoyed, however sublime, as enchanting śṛṅgāra-rasa.
With the decline of courtly theater in (North) India and the efflorescence of devotional movements
in the Muslim period, there were determined efforts to appropriate, rework, reinscribe and subordinate
Bharata’s secularized schema into the personal praxis of Kṛṣṇa worship. Though Abhinavagupta
depersonalized the aesthetic experience and denied separate status to bhakti, he had nevertheless
facilitated this subsequent Vaiṣṇava turn by successfully and authoritatively ‘subjectivizing’ the rasaexperience. The insuperable problem in arriving at a new unified aesthetic is that the impropriety of
Kṛṣṇa’s amours from the mundane perspective of Bharata’s puruṣārtha-scheme is irreconcilable with
their supreme valorization as the ‘sweet’ (mādhurya) culmination of bhakti. Kavikarṇapura (late 16th C.),
for example, attempts to sidestep the blatant moral contradiction by claiming that the irresistible
playboy’s ‘extraordinary’ (aprākṛta) transgressions, not being improper, cannot be subsumed within
‘ordinary’ (prākṛta) rasābhāsa, much less become the object of (derisive) hāsya.25 If truth be told,
24

The ‘rasa of tranquility’ (śānta) constitutes a case apart. In so far as it is based on the ‘cessation’ (śama)
or transcendence of emotional turbulence, exemplified by the Buddha’s Enlightenment, it is the foundational
‘reflexive consciousness’ (vimarśa = camatkāra) that transforms the other sentiments into rasa. Though oriented
toward ‘liberation’ (mokṣa / nirvāṇa), (Buddhist) śānta (interpolated into NŚ in Kashmiri recensions) is typically
depicted from within a mundane perspective and in sharp contrast to the latter, as exemplified by Saṁvāhaka’s
abrupt resolve, born of ‘world-weariness’ (nirveda) to commit to the life of a wandering monk. Bhakti, on the
contrary, is a specifically religious emotion that threatens to consume the rest.
25
Attempting to force fit Abhinava’s rasa-schema into the bhakti framework¸ Kavikarṇapura ends up as
confused as Udbhaṭa had been in attempting to force fit Bharata’s theatrical rasa into the enumeration of poetic
figures of speech in the discipline of rhetoric (alaṅkāra-śāstra). He unnecessarily multiplies categories, introduces
false distinctions between rasa in character (parokṣa) and in viewer (pratyakṣa), etc.—subverting the coherence of
Bharata’s schema that Abhinava had successfully reestablished—simply to rationalize, vindicate and proselytize on
behalf of the idiosyncrasies of Kṛṣṇa-worship; see Pollock (Rasa 290-299). “[…] a better sense of the challenge
Kavikarṇapura was facing might produce a more charitable interpretation of his effort. He was poised between two
models of the aesthetic response. One was the theory, by then dominant, of Bhaṭṭa Nāyaka / Abhinavagupta,
which understands literary rasa as exclusively an experience of the spectator and, crucially, of secular literature.
The other was the new Vaishnava theological aesthetics in the air, and taking concrete shape among theorists such
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Kṛṣṇa’s deviant behavior, more so than that of the exemplary Rāma, is the projection of the dīkṣita’s
inalienable transgressive aspect onto the divine realm. The apparent ‘contradiction’ cannot be
adequately addressed, much less resolved, but from an esoteric perspective that had remained carefully
hidden in Abhinava’s reticent commentary on semblance of (rasa and of) hāsya. Rāvaṇa himself is
ultimately the evil dīkṣita aspect of Rāma as sacrificer (yajamāna), as much as Śakāra is for Cārudatta. 26
Incidental to the demon-king Rāvaṇa in the epic Rāmāyaṇa only insofar as he is shown yearning for
chaste Sītā, śṛṅgārābhāsa is at the heart of the Mṛcchakaṭikā, for it revolves from beginning to end
around the villain Śakāra’s persistent and overpowering lust, likewise devoid of mutuality, for the
courtesan Vasantasenā. Its coarse one-sidedness contrasts sharply with the restrained nobility of
Cārudatta’s reciprocated passion, even more because in their love-triangle this competitor for her
attentions seems driven as much, if not more, by jealous rivalry (mimetism) as by self-born desire.
His erotic desire (rati), deeply motivated and seemingly sustained, is reduced to the continual

as Rūpa Gosvamin and especially his nephew Jīva. They regard the rasa of the ‘character’ as predominant, indeed,
essential, and religious literature as its only vehicle. For it is the real devotee in the real world, just like the
character devotee in the storyworld, who experiences rasa when participating as ‘characters’ in the play of Krishna
that is their actual lives” (Pollock, Rasa 292-293).
26
Righteous Rāma’s few—hence even more striking and inexplicable— ‘lapses’ (slaying Vālin by stealth,
‘unfounded’ suspicions of Sītā, etc.—make sense from within a sacrificial framework, as also his banishment to
forest-exile for his sadistic boyhood torment of a hunchbacked maid (who takes her revenge). “The prior sojourn of
the disguised Pāṇḍavas within the Fish Kingdom, where the heroic Arjuna assumes the ridiculous role of a
transvestite befitting the vidūṣaka, is cast in the language and imagery of the Vedic initiation (dīkṣā), which was a
regression to the maternal womb. Such ‘embryogonic’ symbolism is invested in the island of Laṅkā—stage for the
monkey-god Hanumān’s comic performance—and this is how the Rāmāyaṇa too has been understood by (tantric)
Theravādins in Cambodia and Laos. Rāvaṇa, the demon-king—great brahmin, who excels in the science of music,
knows the secrets of the Veda, and whose sonorous ode to the dancing Śiva is still cherished with innumerable
renderings on YouTube—is set aflame every year amidst great rejoicing during the Rāmlīlā. […] A sacrificial reading
of the Rāmāyaṇa reveals that Rāvaṇa is, in the final analysis, the ‘evil’ dīkṣita alter ego and substitute victim of the
royal Rāma, which is why he assumes the yellow-garbed disguise of a renouncer (sannyāsin) to abduct the chaste
and tragic Sītā, whose relationship to her ravisher is ‘unjustly’ doubted by her righteous husband. This identity of
hero and villain is explicitly proclaimed by the victorious Rāma to Rāvaṇa, dying in his arms, in the American ‘world’
musical Sītā-Rām, incorporating ‘exotic’ elements from diverse non-Indian cultures, that played in Chicago in
December 2012 before touring major Indian cities in January 2013. Similarly, celibate Hanumān, Rāma’s largerthan-life emissary, is literally a ‘brown monkey’, stereotyped description of the vidūṣaka, both figures having their
prototype in the “Virile Monkey” of the Rigveda” (Visuvalingam, Hinduism 331, 344 n.17). To these transgressions
have been attributed the punishments undergone by his subsequent ‘incarnation’ (avatāra) as Kṛṣṇa. “In Hindu
mythology, the ritualized hunt was seen through the optic of the initiatic death of the sacrificer expressed through
his fatally wounded prey. An epic example would be the dīkṣā scenario of the golden deer (Mārīca) in its final
throes mimicking the pleading voice of its royal hunter Rāma. Conversely, the exposed foot of the meditating
Krishna is pierced by a fatal arrow discharged by an unwitting hunter, who had mistaken it for a camouflaged deer.
Indeed, this would have been karmic retribution for having unjustly slain from behind, in his previous Rāma
incarnation, the monkey chieftain Vālin during the latter's fratricidal confrontation with Sugrīva, a 'dualistic' duel
charged with sacrificial notations” (Visuvalingam, Violence 86 n.1).
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recurrence of a transitory longing (vyabhicārin), for its expression is negated at every step by the
very contrariety of his speech and comportment that engender incompatible feelings. The greater
part of Act I is devoted to the fearful ‘beloved’ being aggressively pursued by his male pack with
intent to rape. The improbable similes he uses to describe his torment and its unfortunate cause,
her beauty, are degrading and repulsive, laughable only because she is by trade a prostitute. This
‘semblance’ turns into its opposite, hate, in Act VIII when the clownish psychopath ‘heroically’
strangles the helpless woman out of (spurned) ‘love’ evoking an anxious confusion of horror, pity,
fear and sorrow, in what remains nevertheless a darkly humorous scene. Though Śakāra remains
the only unredeemed (and irredeemable) character as the drama concludes, the hāsya he generates
throughout serves to inculcate in the spectators the proper pursuit of love (kāma) as exemplified by the
permanent (re-) union of hero and heroine in wedded bliss.

2. “All the rasas are included in hāsya” – rasābhāsa and puruṣārtha
Because rasābhāsa generates humor, Abhinava deduces that “all the rasas are included in hāsya”
(sarve rasā hāsye’ntarbhūtāḥ). The four primary rasas viz. love (śṛṅgāra), aggression (raudra), heroism
(vīra), and disgust (bībhatsa) or tranquility (śānta) are aligned respectively with sensual (sexual)
satisfaction (kāma), wealth-security-power (artha), (socioreligious) duty (dharma), and spiritual
liberation (mokṣa) as legitimate life goals (puruṣārtha). Their respective derivative rasas of humor
(hāsya), pathos (karuṇa), wonder (adbhuta) and fear (bhayānaka) can also be exploited to inculcate this
graded ethico-aesthetic schema. By introducing (moral) impropriety (anaucitya) into the configurations
that would have evoked any of the other rasas, the resulting (cognitive) incongruity instead generates
hāsya, thereby weaning spectators away from the improper pursuit of their corresponding puruṣārthas.
More than a concerted attempt to subordinate aesthetic pleasure and artistic creativity to externally
imposed socioreligious constraints, ‘normative’ theater works directly on the collective sensibility.27
The Mṛcchakaṭikā caters amply to our unregenerate plebian instincts through grassroots
advocacy of popular unrest (Acts VI, VII, X), exhibiting love as merchandise (I) in the brothel (IV),
lure of easy money in gambling (Act II), bold burglary as night-enterprise (Act III), the psychopathy
latent in the undeserving aristocracy of power (I, VIII, IX, X). As a morality play, however, it also

27
Robert Goodwin (Cārudatta) goes so far as to show how “sympathetic generosity” (hṛdaya-saṁvāda)
and ‘aesthetic sensibility’ (sahṛdayatva) that the classical Indian theater expects of and aims to cultivate in the
habitual spectator are also portrayed through various characters in the play, most consistently by Cārudatta.
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reveals deep aspiration to surmount one’s ‘trade’ and ‘fated’ (daiva) station in life to maximize—
through conscious choice and volition (puruṣakāra)—both artistic potential and ethical selffulfillment. 28 The tension between constricting ‘trade’ and one’s true calling is dramatized through
the itineraries of several key characters to be eventually resolved through inner conversion.
Vasantasenā’s defining inner conflict is between the courtesan’s vocation and love’s calling to bridal
virtue such that the very notion of ‘duty’ (svadharma) becomes problematic. Palatial wealth, glamorous
celebrity, the capital’s nobility at her feet, even virtuosity in the performing (and sexual) arts for the
pleasure of others and her own, constitute but golden handcuffs for this incarnation of goddess
Sarasvatī. All the other characters, especially her avaricious mother, keep reminding that duty lies in
renting her precious body to the highest bidder and that giving it away freely for ‘love’ is a betrayal of
the well-established norms of her profession. Even love-smitten Cārudatta, having earlier compared the
defiled fugitive to a goddess fit to be worshipped (end of Act I), stops Maitreya from taking her
ornaments for safekeeping into the innermost chamber of their home “for they have been worn by a
public woman” (Act III).29 Her Viṭa recommends resorting to the crooked stratagems of courtship, but
the past mistress of the erotic arts rejects all artifice to bare herself before the waiting lover, doffing her
brilliant wet attire for an ordinary piece of cloth. Yet, even as she arrives for their expected union, the
impoverished merchant placates his disapproving counselor-in-love by outwardly lamenting his inability
to purchase her surrender (V.8), while telling himself that her devotion can be won only by intrinsic
virtue. Sustained incongruity between prescribed promiscuity and love’s ‘perverse’ sincerity facilitates
the transformation of our apprehension, indignation, shame, disgust, etc., at the villain’s unrelenting
advances into hāsya. As Vasantasenā flees her stalkers, the villain’s advisor-in-profligacy (Viṭa)
admonishes their frightened prey to set aside her unwarranted scruples, personal preferences and
caste-discrimination, and adhere to the rules of “equal opportunity” (I.31-32). Upon realizing that it is
Cārudatta’s maidservant who has been seized by the hair, Viṭa apologizes on his master’s behalf for
having mistaken her to be “the mistress of her own youthfulness” (whore). The infatuated courtesan’s

28

Madhusudan Pati (Patterns 244-254) insightfully delineates the deliberately developed tensions
between “trade and art” in these various characters that are resolved into morally uplifting outcomes for each,
without however examining how these inner conflicts are expressed through hāsya generated by their
corresponding versions of rasābhāsa. Nor does he consider the possibility that such incongruous pursuit of their
respective trades might serve to express religious ideas and practices that are otherwise carefully hidden.
29
See note 87 below. By hiding them instead in his underwear, the great brahmin is, in my reading,
establishing a symbolic equivalence between the sanctified ‘womb’ of the domestic hearth—from which the torch
to illuminate the nefarious action in the darkness of Act I was lit—and himself as guardian of the Soma.
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treatment as a determinant of śṛṅgārābhāsa attains its horrifyingly comic climax when, out of jealous
rivalry, the lust-maddened Śakāra strangles the wretch, still uttering the mantra of her lover’s name.
But by the drama’s denouement, the unswerving devotion of the courtesan-turned-Buddhist-nun
has won everyone over to the cause of her wedded bliss, for her the only authentic freedom, finally
granted by the new king. This marital transformation was achieved, however, the very morning after her
climactic union, when Cārudatta’s household is distressed not because of her presence in its innermost
sanctum (antaḥ-puraḥ) but because she is now about to take her leave (beginning of Act VI). The
‘impure’ courtesan’s receipt of chaste Dhūtā’s pearl necklace the previous afternoon seems to have
legitimized her usurpation, the same night, of the conjugal bed. Mission accomplished, she sends the
heirloom back to her “sister” the ‘pure’ (dhūtā) wife to whom she pledges the same voluntary servitude
as to her meritorious husband-lover. Dhūtā politely declines, though the courtesan, having already
secured her lost deposit, no longer has any claim to such compensation. Their symbolic equation
through this transaction is immediately confirmed, for Cārudatta’s little son Rohasena, seated in
Vasantasenā’s lap, is then told that father’s new love is “your mother.” When her rich ornamentation
provokes his doubt, she removes and puts them in the son’s little clay cart so that it may be transformed
into gold. Dhūtā’s insistence that her precious heirloom stay in Vasantasenā’s possession—for “my
husband is my greatest ornament”—has less to do with its having been sullied through display around
the neck of a ‘public woman’ than with clarifying the hidden meaning of the subsequent maternal
gesture that has consequently lent this play its pregnant title.30 For the contemporary (Indian) feminist,
torn between sexual independence and marital subservience, the fulfilment of kāma might require a
radically novel permutation of pleasure and duty in the courtesan-wife (Visuvalingam, Hinduism 340).
For Abhinava, the extraordinary deeds of the brave, ‘consequents’ (anubhāva) of the ‘heroic’ (vīra-)
rasa, also serve as ‘determinants’ (vibhāva) of ‘wonder’ (adbhuta) in the eyes of admirers. But hāsya is
the only result of the Vidūṣaka’s mock-heroism, exhibited repeatedly but sporadically across the dramas
through his stereotyped gesture of impetuously attacking offenders, real and presumed, with his
upraised crooked staff. Maitreya was about to fell the mating pigeons for shedding their droppings on
him (Act V), smash the skull of the innocent Viṭa for violating the maid (I), and of the villain for accusing

30

Curiously enough, Vasantasenā’s mercenary mother is completely transformed after her daughter’s
murder. Instead of condemning the accused Cārudatta, who led her astray into the jaws of death, she bemoans his
fate and pretends unsuccessfully before the court that the incriminating jewels are counterfeit (Act IX). The
maternal love that the tearful Vasantasenā had displayed towards her lover’s son is now reflected in her mother’s
uncharacteristic treatment of the doomed lover as if he were her own offspring.
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his master of murder (IX). His bravado elicits only ridicule because of its misplaced targets, brash
manner of execution (ineffectual raudra), or counterproductive results. Sustained portrayal of the
‘semblance of heroism’ (vīrābhāsa) is to be sought instead in the misdirected ‘entrepreneurial energy’
(utsāha) of seasoned burglar Śarvilaka, who excels by training and inborn prowess in breaking into
unsuspecting homes under cover of night. The brahmin criminal is mired in self-recrimination even while
vaunting his expertise in the technical intricacies of the black art, for his pious father was an avid
performer of Vedic sacrifices, who never accepted gifts. The son’s wayward religiosity consists in his
devotion to the traditional patron of thievery, the war-god Kārttikeya. This ‘solitary hero’ (eka-vīra)
takes pride in the independence of his livelihood and is (over-) scrupulous in adhering to the ‘ethics’ of
his profession; the virtuoso in him craves the admiration of the townsfolk the next morning as they
contemplate the artistry of his handiwork. Housebreaking not by routine but only when the need arises,
Śarvilaka’s aspiration for a public cause worthier of his reckless courage is already prefigured in the
overweening passion that motivates his theft of Vasantasenā’s deposit from Cārudatta’s home (Act III).
Karṇapūraka’s singular appearance to challenge and strike the rogue elephant, rescuing the helpless
Buddhist monk from between its menacing tusks, evokes the wonder of not only his mistress
Vasantasenā but of the large crowd of onlookers (end of Act III). But the mainstay of the sentiment of
‘heroism’ (vīra) is Āryaka, revolutionary who escapes from political captivity dragging his iron fetters,
makes his suspenseful getaway uninvited in the merchant’s carriage (Act VI), is almost arrested by the
hostile royal guard (VII), and finally enthroned in place of the oppressive ‘Protector’ (Pālaka) by the
citizenry (X.51-52), enthused by the usurper’s exemplary daring into defecting to his cause. Because
cowherd Āryaka’s individual ambition is full of promise and serves the popular weal, the converted
abandon their narrower self-centered preoccupations. Just as Śarvilaka is leaving with Madanikā in the
wedded bliss of Vasantasenā’s carriage, the bridegroom gets wind of the mortal danger besetting his
friend Āryaka. Having staked life and honor to ransom his beloved from the sex trade, the redeemed
thief unhesitatingly relinquishes his prize at a safe house to dedicate himself to this greater vocation.
Śarvilaka stirs up the populace to rebellion and wins over the vacillating, forcibly frees Āryaka from the
royal prison (IV.26-27), trails the latter fleeing in Cārudatta’s carriage (end of Act VI), and finally merges
with (and into) the triumphant new king in the slaying of the old tyrant (X.46-48). His proven valor thus
realigned with socio-cosmic order of dharma, what was comic semblance becomes true vīra.
The ‘sentiment of wonder’ (adbhuta) arises from the aesthetic representation of ‘surprise’ (vismaya)
at things that are novel, extraordinary, superlative, and beyond imagination. NŚ stipulates that the
14

drama should culminate in adbhuta—rasa presided over by Brahmā and the last to be enumerated by
Bharata—because the multiple interwoven symbolic threads that sustain the complex plot (itivṛtta) are
meant to come together, for the discerning spectator, as an ingenious, unifying, revelatory flash at its
denouement (Byrski, Theatre *150,152, 159,161).31 Vasantasenā’s palace with its seven concentric
courtyards (Act IV, Scene 2) rivals that of the god of wealth Kubera in its opulence, of royal Indra in its
heavenly delights, and seems to encompass the three worlds in its manifold offerings that overpower
the senses. What would dismay, disgust and scandalize an orthodox brahmin could tempt, seduce,
corrupt and entrap lesser mortals afforded entry into this Hindu Disneyland. As described by the ‘naïve’
Maitreya—transported here as it were in the enviable comfort of that other ‘great brahmin’ Rāvaṇa’s
(Puṣpaka) aerial car—the sustained wonder is infused with unrelenting humor from the juxtaposition of
these contrary attitudes, spiced up by his own unique perspective. The ‘great brahmin’ notices curious,
seemingly insignificant, details that others would overlook, exaggerates them with far-fetched similes,
and responds in inappropriate ways that introduce wonderful shades of other rasas, or rather of their
mere semblances. Amidst the arrays of balconies, domesticated animals, pleasure seekers, artistes
performing, busy cooks, rare jewels, (love-) birds, (flower) gardens, and so on, he injects resemblances
that transform the glorified brothel into a microcosm—a self-referential symbolic glossary as it were—of
the whole drama. The Vidūṣaka takes us along on his guided tour to point out—through his ‘semblance
of wonder’ (adbhutābhāsa)—the hidden, yet to be explained, marvels of this ‘make-believe’ world. The
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“The most interesting statement NŚ makes when discussing the nāṭaka type of play. ‘At the conclusion
of all the plays which contain various states and sentiments, experts should always introduce the Marvelous
Sentiment.’ (Byrski, Theatre 150). “This rasa, into which all the other rasas are supposed to merge at the end of a
play, has as its presiding deity Brahmā himself. If all the time we keep in view the exceptional importance of this
god in the mythological account of chapter I of NŚ then the fact that he is the deity of a rasa singled out as the
most suitable to wind up a whole play from an emotional point of view, cannot be overstressed. […] Suffice it to
say that adbhuta rasa undoubtedly has been conceived in NŚ as somewhat different from the other rasas. This is
indicated through its association with Brahmā and through putting it at the end of the list of the eight rasas as well
as through allotting to it a very particular place in each play” (152). “The culmination of that process comes about
in the [final juncture] when the many rasas hitherto evoked by the play integrate into the last one of them—the
adbhuta-rasa which is the rasa of Brahmā himself” (159). Byrski concludes “our theory of the aesthetic
experience” as follows: “There is no more place in his heart for pity, mirth, love, fear, heroism, violence or disgust
which are all inherent to multiplicity. Emotionally the spectator reaches a plenum of perfect satisfaction or
marvelous harmony which is reflected in his heart as adbhuta rasa, the rasa of Brahmā. In such a way the
spectator becomes aware of the ultimate destiny of all human endeavors which find their fulfilment in perfect
rest—the unity and identity with Brahman. This may for the spectator become a prolonged awareness of the
harmony of the universe and the purposefulness of human life or it may descend upon him at the highest pitch of
the adbhuta rasa like lightning” (161).
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identity of bráhman, enigma, and adbhuta has been already deployed to wonderfully humorous effect
in this description of Vasantasenā’s palatial temple of love well before the denouement.
Farces (prahasana) of the ‘pure’ (śuddha) variety feature not only transgressive Hindu ascetics
(Pāśupatas, Kāpālikas, etc.) but also ‘heretic’ (Jain, Buddhist, etc.) renouncers, all shown demeaning both
others and self as they dispute over doctrine while pursuing liberation (mokṣa) through improper
means. The Mṛcchakaṭikā conserves the latter prejudice in milder form by making the sight of the
Bhikkhu an ill-omen. Cārudatta leaving the park (end of Act VII) takes an alternate exit simply to avoid
encountering his former masseur, now unrecognized due to his recently shaven head. Even the Hindu
villain avoids the troublesome monk, but more because he fears an honest witness at the scene of his
homicide. The mendicant had entered the royal park reciting two verses extolling his spiritual discipline:
while the first recommends alert abstinence, the second declares that only by killing five men (the
senses), an untouchable (ego), and the woman (nescience), can heaven be attained (VIII.2).32 He is
immediately accosted, abused and beaten by its aristocratic owner, who drags the meek monk into a
nonsensical altercation that is a buffoonish parody of a metaphysical debate. While the committed
pacifist keeps trying to placate his capricious interlocutor with respectful forms of (Buddhist) address,
the incensed Śakāra perversely misunderstands them as provocative abuse.33 The aspirant’s antics as a
gamester sinking into the depths of despair were far more hilarious than his faltering steps as a novice
renunciate. Plying a sensual trade as Cārudatta’s personal masseur, Samvāhaka fell into dire straits upon
the destitution of his employer and, lured by easy money, became addicted to gambling. Unable to pay
up his debt of ten gold coins, even by selling himself in the marketplace, he is bruised and bloodied by
his cruel creditors, before finding refuge in Vasantasenā, who graciously pays off his ransom. Humiliated
and disillusioned, the masseur’s conversion is so abrupt—just after propositioning the courtesan with
his services only to be tactfully but firmly declined—that even his redemptress, a fellow Buddhist, chides
his impulsiveness. Sure enough, the helpless monk is immediately attacked on the public thoroughfare
by her crazed pet elephant and is luckily rescued from the jaws of death. The renouncer is still haunted

32

The second verse, which could be taken as an innocuously allegorical rendering of the first, not only
prefigures the imminent killing of the ‘maternal’ courtesan, but conforms to the ‘tendentious’ (sandhā-) ‘twilight’
(sandhyā-) ‘language’ (bhāṣā) favored by the radical tantras, and employed throughout and to the fullest by this
sacrificial play. He is reciting these verses again, when he stumbles upon Vasantasenā’s ‘corpse’. Māyā, the name
of Buddha’s mother, who died as the consequence of his birthing, means ‘Nescience’.
33
Among the stereotyped traits of the Vidūṣaka that have been taken over, exaggerated, and even
criminalized, by the villain of the Mṛcchakaṭikā is that of ritual abuse. The role of the Śūdra ‘reviler’ (apagara) of
the Mahāvrata, who is sometimes replaced in the surrounding narratives by a Jain ascetic, is being assumed here
by a Buddhist monk, whose praise is being willfully taken for abuse.
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by his unrepaid karma when he discovers and revives her strangled body, avoiding any physical contact
as he accompanies his frail “sister-in-dharma” to a nearby nunnery for refuge. The ‘sentiment of peace’
(śānta-rasa) inspired in Buddhist spectators following Saṁvāhaka’s ‘peripety’ would have been mixed,
especially for their fellow Hindu theater-goers, with ample doses of its comic semblance (śāntābhāsa).
‘Tranquility’ (śānta) was promoted by Buddhist playwrights, such as Aśvaghoṣa, as the ‘sentiment’
corresponding to the ‘cessation’ (śama) of existential suffering (nirvāṇa), long before it was interpolated
into the (Kashmiri recension of) NŚ and championed by Abhinava as the supreme rasa presided over by
the Enlightened One (Buddha). The Hindu commentator par excellence goes so far as to illustrate śānta
and justify its practicability with the play Nāgānanda having for its compassionate hero the bodhisattva,
who has postponed his own liberation to save others from ignorance and suffering.34 Abhinava also
proposes an alternative ‘emotional disposition’ (sthāyin) underlying śānta, namely ‘world-weariness’
(nirveda) that is well exemplified by our disillusioned masseur Saṁvāhaka (Acts II, VIII, X). The traditional
Hindu schema instead correlates the highest and final life-goal of ‘liberation’ (mokṣa) with the ‘disgust’
(bībhatsa) felt by the (orthodox) brahmin toward (ritual) impurity, subsequently generalized into
revulsion toward the world culminating in renunciation (sannyāsa). The traditional schema of the four
‘life-stations’ (āśrama) promoted a solidly institutionalized progression from apprenticeship in Vedic
studies (brahmacarya), through the ritual obligations of the householder (gṛhastha), into gradual
weaning from social responsibilities of the married couple still living together but in the near-forest
(vana-prastha): the sannyāsin could renounce his prior sacrificial praxis (only) because he had
thoroughly interiorized its symbolic structures and thereby achieved their ultimate purpose.
Saṁvāhaka’s abrupt conversion is, on the contrary, a sudden leap across the chasm that separates
dissolute sense-indulgence from self-transcendence. In its realistic portrayal of greedy courtesans, rakish
parasites, unwilling thieves, suicidal gamblers, power-hungry psychopaths, impoverished merchants,

34

Abhinava’s positive embrace of the Buddha’s legacy goes beyond aesthetics to philosophy and tantra.
The Pratyabhijñā doctrine leverages Dharmakīrti’s incisive logic to demolish the epistemological foundations of its
rival systems (darśana) of Hindu thought. Buddhism is accorded a superior rung over Vaiṣṇavism within the Trika’s
hierarchy of spiritual development. Late religio-cultural convergence, evident across South East Asia, has led to
claims, especially by contemporary Hindus, that Buddha never intended to establish a new religion and that the
movement he set rolling was just another, though major, current within Hinduism. The early polemics, proselytism
and conversions have led to (counter-) claims, especially by Neo-Buddhists and ‘protestantizing’ Western scholars,
that Buddhism was a rational, ethical, even ‘humanist’ revolt against brahmanical ritualism, and that it would have
disappeared from India due to systemic Hindu oppression. The available historical evidence (Visuvalingam, HinduBuddhist) speaks instead for a dialectical co-evolution of the rival traditions from early outright opposition, within
India, toward convergence at all levels. Beyond the subcontinent, their shared culture outweighed differences.
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‘great brahmin’ fools, etc., caught up in life’s entanglements, the ‘worldly genre’ (prakaraṇa) provides
the plebian stage to advocate world-renunciation among (even non-pious) laypersons.35 The Little Clay
Cart could just as well be read as a quintessential Buddhist drama that has been rewritten to serve
brahmanical designs (Visuvalingam, Hinduism 328-329). By reviving ‘dead’ Vasantasenā and thereby
exonerating her beloved ‘murderer’ at the execution stake, Saṁvāhaka could justifiably claim to be the
true unsung hero of the Mṛcchakaṭikā. Cārudatta offers whatever his savior wants as recompense,
but the chastened gambler, having just witnessed the unpredictable extremes of fate and the
impermanence of all things, simply recommits himself to the wandering life of the mendicant.
Impressed by the novice’s newfound resolution, Cārudatta installs his former masseur as chief of
all the Buddhist monasteries across the presumably Hindu nation. 36
By correlating the pursuit of ‘wealth-security-power’ (artha) with ‘aggression’ (krodha), the Hindu
hierarchy of values (puruṣārtha) recognizes and legitimizes egocentric competition for limited resources
as the driving centrifugal force of social life, while subordinating inevitable strife to the constraints and
imperatives of dharma. The supreme arena, involving the highest stakes, was the deadly struggle for the
throne that typically involved armed conflict between rival pretenders, each claiming the righteousness
of his own cause. Two of tyrant Pālaka’s three reported acts are arbitrary exercises of violence: first, by
chaining Āryaka in prison simply because a soothsayer predicted his ascent to the throne and, second, in
ordering Cārudatta’s execution, overriding the immunity to capital punishment accorded to brahmins
even when guilty. Whereas usurper Āryaka’s personal ambition, fueled by rampant injustice and popular
grievance, evokes vīra-rasa, the reigning despot remains throughout an invisible presence leaving this
political drama without a viable determinant for the ‘sentiment of anger’ (raudra). The Mṛcchakaṭikā
addresses instead the more fundamental question of primordial violence as the bedrock of social order
by casting the spotlight on the buffoonish Saṁsthānaka as the sustained determinant of raudrābhāsa.
35

During the chronological span of the NŚ compilation (roughly 200 BCE to 200 CE), there must have been
a major disruption, when ritual genres deriving from and overtly modeled on brahmanical themes were displaced,
and eventually rendered obsolete, by ‘secularized’ literary dramas. Other than for its recourse to Hindu mythology
epics and chronicles, the ‘legendary play’ (nāṭaka) is barely distinguishable from the prakaraṇa that must have
been popularized by Buddhist ideologues, as attested by the earliest (Central Asian) fragments (so far) of Sanskrit
drama (Visuvalingam, Hinduism 328, 344 n.12).
36
This socio-logic was also at work behind the ritual collaboration of Buddhist actors in the royal festivals
of Nepal (Chalier-Visuvalingam, Pachali Bhairava): ‘brahmin’ Vajrācāryas officiated for the Hindu king, who is
represented by a Buddhist merchant, Śākya artisans produce ritual objects, and the virgin-goddess (kumārī) who
legitimizes the king’s rule during the annual Indra festival must be from the Śākya caste. The role of the Kumārī,
who incarnates the mother-goddess Taleju, would correspond to that of the promiscuous courtesan, who reverts
to bridal virginity at the end of our mystery play.
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This uncouth brute throws his weight around everywhere by sole virtue of being the king’s brother-inlaw, betraying a corrupt administration rife with nepotism and ineptitude. He is ruthless toward not only
the (unsuspecting) rival (Cārudatta) but toward his faithful companions and the defenseless object of his
passion (Vasantasenā). We still find his overweening narcissism37 hilarious because his ever-simmering
aggression, expressed through the most self-demeaning lisping—hence his nickname Śakāra—is
neutered by inborn cowardice revealed at the slightest hint of retaliation. Śakāra’s gratuitous cruelty,
evoking fear (bhayānaka) and disgust (bībhatsa) in his closest companions, reaches its psychopathic
climax when he furiously (raudra) strangles his ‘beloved’ (Act VIII). His power to do harm is both
restrained and enhanced by his dependents, whether out of necessity (the servant) or misplaced loyalty
(Viṭa). Only when their conscience is stretched to the utmost limit, as they discover to their horror that
not only has the villain murdered Vasantasenā, making them unwilling accomplices, but also intends to
blame them for his crime, do they shun their master altogether. Whereas the servant is bribed, deceived
and locked away, the Viṭa, overcome by remorse, goes off to join Śarvilaka in seizing the throne for
Āryaka.38 The vicious brute is irredeemable and, when substituted at the stake, falls at Cārudatta’s feet
only to save his own neck, around which Vasantasenā had thrown the victim’s garland. The brahmin
scapegoat insists, against the crowd’s bloodthirsty vengefulness, that his guilty persecutor be spared.
Pālaka’s third act of violence is the immolation of the goat amid a Vedic yajña he is performing
offstage. The tyrant is slain by Āryaka just as he is striking out, which coincides with Cārudatta’s own
‘unexpected’ reprieve. The violence undergone by the yajamāna is underlined through its assimilation
to uninvited Śiva, assuming his furious (Rudra) aspect to destroy the sacrifice of (his father-in-law) Dakṣa
(-Prajāpati), and to Kārttikeya piercing the Krauñca mountain (X.46).39 Cārudatta as the innocent “human
reduced to beast” (puruṣo’ham paśūkṛtaḥ, X.5) is explicitly compared to (the) fallen Indra (-pole) being
carried to the (southern) cremation ground (X.7) and to a goat being led to its slaughter at the sacrificial
post (X.21). Upon release and to his surprise, the noble brahmin is not only vested with lordship over the

37

When fleeing Vasantasenā asks what he wants of her, the villain responds that “as a heavenly
personage (deva-puruṣa), Vāsudeva (Kṛṣṇa himself), I want to be loved (by you),” sincerely believing that the
courtesan, despite her vehement rejection, is inwardly attracted to him.
38
Saṁsthānaka seizes the Viṭa to take him before the king, his brother-in-law, but immediately takes
fright when his erstwhile comrade-in-arms draws his sword menacingly. The coward then mocks the Viṭa’s
fearfulness and makes a show of shooing him away.
39
Karṇapūraka impetuously striking Vasantasenā’s enraged elephant with an iron rod was already
compared with Kārttikeya splitting a mountain (end of Act II). The immolated victim is sacred to Rudra, whose
intervention is also described as ‘injuring the sacrifice’. The identity of sacrificer (Dakṣa-Pālaka) and victim allows
the fulfillment of the yajña to be instead depicted as its ‘destruction’.
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province of Kuśavatī but is asked to dispose of the kingdom as he pleases, for Āryaka attributes his own
triumph to Cārudatta’s decisive intervention in the political intrigue (VII.4). Practically all the significant
events of the drama happen along the “road to royalty” (rāja-mārga).40 Called the “chief person of the
capital” (X.8) and (self-) identified with Āryaka,41 the impoverished merchant is himself the philanthropic
king, who has given away all his possessions to accomplish what is ultimately a self-sacrifice (yajña).
Assimilated to the tutelary goddess of the capital (1.27), Vasantasenā, who embodies the kingdom and
its prosperity, is (re-) united with the rightful sovereign only at the sacrificial stake. For it is the sexual
libido (kāma), animating the physical body from its conception, that is diverted into the egocentric
struggle for survival and domination (artha), selflessly sublimated toward social cohesion and welfare
(dharma), before being transcended (mokṣa) through renunciation (or by harnessing its energies in
reverse).42 The glaring contrast between Cārudatta, who knows to serve, even worship, and thereby
deservingly husband the feminine incarnation of royalty, and Saṁsthānaka, who possessively violates
her trust, well-being and her very body, becoming the inevitable victim of her eventual wrath,43 is what
distinguishes the legitimate ‘Āryan’ king from the self-serving tyrant. Saṁsthānaka-Pālaka—the former
substituted at the stake, the latter executed—completes the yajña that Cārudatta-Āryaka undertook
from the outset of the drama. The self-sacrifice of the unique king—immolation of his demonic beastly
essence (paśu)—has been translated into restoration of dharma through revolutionary regicide.44
The fast-paced interaction among the competing gamblers (Act II) is a medley of fear, anger,
brashness, and despair. The innocent hero is mired in foreboding, apprehension and ‘fear’ (bhayānaka)

40

The following actions are explicitly stated to happen along the ‘royal road’ (rāja-mārga): Maitreya and
Radanikā take the offerings (bali) to the mother-goddesses resulting in her violation (Act I); Cārudatta and
Maitreya escort Vasantasenā back to her mansion (end of Act I); gambler Saṁvāhaka flees from his creditors and
ends up as taking monastic vows only to be ‘killed’ by Vasantasenā’s elephant-in-rut (Act II); Śarvilaka goes to
return the stolen gold to Vasantasenā (Act III); Cārudatta’s funerary procession to his execution (Act X); Buddhist
monk accompanies Vasantasenā to the stake (X); and so on. These intentional and identical references to kingship
are lost in its varying translations such as ‘public road, high road, highway,’ etc.
41
When benefactor Cārudatta beseeches his newfound ‘relative’ (bandhu) to “remember me in other
conversations” (kathāntareṣu, i.e., elsewhere in the plot), Āryaka asks “how could I forget myself?” (Act VII).
42
King Bhoja, another great tantric authority on Hindu aesthetics, saw all the rasas as manifestations of
śṛṅgāra and all four puruṣārthas as graded expressions of an underlying universal eros (kāma). Even the ‘desire for
liberation’ (mumukṣā) would be (a sublimation of the) libido (mokṣa-kāma). This understanding is in harmony with
Abhinava’s treatment of rasa and kāma in his tantric writings (Visuvalingam, Abhinavagupta 31 n.62).
43
In this regard, the courtesan Vasantasenā is no different from vengeful Śrī-Draupadī or chaste Sītā,
engendered directly by mother-earth herself, who are instrumental in the (sacrificial) death of their royal violators.
Śakāra threatens to “play Duḥśāsana by seizing your copious hair” (I.29, like that of wretched Draupadī) and
subsequently ends up doing so, mistakenly, to maid Radanikā instead.
44
Hence the otherwise anomalous name ‘Protector’ (Pālaka) of the invisible tyrant and the amnesty
granted to his villainous caricature of a brother-in-law who, Cārudatta insists, is to be treated as himself.
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when swallowed by the abysmal court proceedings (Act IX). Contrary to NŚ prescription that the nāyaka
of the Prakaraṇa appear in every Act, Cārudatta is missing in Acts II, IV and VIII, for the protagonists of
these subplots—gambling masseur Samvāhaka turned monk (II), Śarvilaka who burgles to ransom
Madanikā (IV), even the murderous Śakāra (VIII) intent on destroying the innocent brahmin—are also
stand-ins for the protean sacrificer (yajamāna), who is the real mainstay of the narrative plot. Our
enjoyment of the play as a kaleidoscope of rasas does not depend on (the mutual love of) Cārudatta
(and Vasantasenā) alone, for it is the spectator who, through tanmayībhavana with all these characters,
becomes the ultimate unitary protagonist of the sacrifice “rendered into a visual feast” (śāntaṁ kratuṁ
cākṣuṣam). By interiorizing this ‘profane drama’ onto the placid (śāntaṁ) mirror of our own shared
consciousness, it is we rasikas (connoisseurs) who become the body and lord of yajña.

3. “Hāsyābhāsa is itself productive of hāsya” – the brahma-bandhu’s enigmatic wit
"If for other-worldly exploits, this world
shows no reverence, what alas! are we to say to that?
But with this fellow's boisterous laughter here,
who would not roar with laughter holding both his sides?"
(Visuvalingam, Humor 304 n.20, 305 n.21)
If all the (other) rasas are comprised within hāsya, is the latter necessarily excluded from the set?45
Abhinava pushes his rasābhāsa = hāsya formula to its ‘logical’ conclusion that the ‘semblance of hāsya”
(hāsyābhāsa) is therefore also productive of humor! What seems to be an otherwise self-contradictory
thesis makes perfect sense in the light of perceived incongruity as the stimulus of hāsya. What is
responded to in a bisociated manner, may be perceived as congruous by others resorting to different or
additional criteria that restore coherence. He cites the above verse, from his uncle Vāmanagupta, to
illustrate the semblances of both karuṇa and of hāsya. Its implied context, which is not provided, seems
to be the generalized indifference, let alone irreverence, toward the exemplary conduct of the serious
characters portrayed in a legendary drama (nāṭaka). However, the same spectators roll over with

45

After my IGNCA talk, Prof. Lyne Bansat-Boudon objected: “hāsya is a full-fledged rasa in its own right
and with its own vibhāvas, anubhāvas…not simply a semblance of other rasas.” I responded that this ‘selfcontradiction’ was not mine but Abhinavagupta’s own. A humorous yet accurate depiction of this logical paradox
may be found in my online essay “The 'semblance' of rāga, rasa, and hāsya: the Lapak Jhapak approach to
Bollywood, Indian aesthetics, and Vedic ritual” at http://www.svabhinava.org/abhinava/SuntharLapakJhapak/LapakJhapak-frame.php, which also introduces a parallel problem in Indian music of rāgābhāsa.
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boisterous laughter at the Vidūṣaka’s interventions in a (worldly) drama (prakaraṇa) or perhaps at the
antics of the characters caricatured in farce (prahasana).46 These (esoteric) “otherworldly” (lokottara)
truths do not evoke the same universal interest when presented seriously as they do when expressed
through incongruous joking and comic behavior. This would imply that the same ideas and values are
deployed by the clown-jester, and perhaps by other supporting characters, through what enlightened
spectators, such as Vāmanagupta himself, recognize as the (mere) ‘semblance of humor’ (hāsyābhāsa).
Seeing through the (Vidūṣaka’s comic) incongruities does not so much negate the outer appearance but
raises our appreciation of humor to a second—higher and truer—order: hāsyābhāsa remains hāsya!
The ‘sentiment of pathos’ (karuṇa)—to be distinguished from real-life pity at the suffering of
others—is evoked through aesthetic identification (tanmayībhavana) with an onstage character (āśraya)
bereaved by the irreparable loss of a dear one such as a close relative (bandhu) or in whom there is
similar personal investment. The last two Acts of the Mṛcchakaṭikā overflow with karuṇa: we identify
with the sorrow (śoka) and pity shown by the entire city (excepting the jubilant villain) for the innocent
victim, by Cārudatta for himself at the ignominy into which his illustrious family has fallen, and above all
at the loss of his beloved Vasantasenā and for the suffering she must have undergone at her last breath.
All these streams of personalized sorrow flow together onstage to reinforce our depersonalized karuṇa
as spectators. The emotional (and symbolic) bonds seen developing between various initially unrelated
characters through their close interactions, makes it possible for us to identify with their theatrical grief.
But there is no real ‘kinship’ (bandhutā) between the initiated, who see through and beyond the
clownish humor, recognizing it as a (mere) semblance serving to disguise profound truths, and the
uninitiated for whom the opaque incongruities are intended to provoke only laughter. As this is the way
of the world—then in India as now wherever we find ourselves—Vāmanagupta’s (feigned) outburst of
sorrow at such uncomprehending laughter evokes not (its corresponding rasa of) karuṇa but only

46

“It has also been suggested that the word ‘tatra’ (hāsyābhāsa) should be read not as ‘among these
semblances of rasa (rasābhāsa)’ but as ‘in the farce (prahasana),’ in which case this example of hāsyābhāsa would
not be referring to the Vidūṣaka at all but to the vulgar (= ‘improper’) humor of the farces; after all, no explicit
reference to him is found in the verse cited. To this it must be objected that when referring to the Vidūṣaka’s
own hāsyābhāsa further on (…), Abhinava simply says “(but) this has already been discussed before.” To our
knowledge, this is the only preceding text-place where Abhinava even mentions hāsyābhāsa and hence it can
likewise only refer, at least primarily, to the Vidūṣaka himself. Also “his (…) boisterous laughter evoking the
spectator’s ‘excessive laughter’ (hence ‘holding both his sides’…) perfectly fits his role (…) whereas it is not an
accurate description of the prahasana where our laughter is rather at the ridiculous seriousness of the characters
portrayed, unless of course, if one accepts the possible role of the Vidūṣaka in the farce (not attested)”
(Visuvalingam, Humor 205 n.20).
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amusement (hāsya) in the form of karuṇābhāsa in those like Abhinavagupta. Real-life ‘pity’ (dayā) and
‘compassion’ (karuṇā) is the highest emotion for Abhinava, not only as depicted in theater through the
(Buddhist) bodhisattva—who has already attained transcendental peace (śānta) but remains to alleviate
the (existential) suffering others—but as the deepest inspiration for his own life and writings. This Śaiva
exponent of supreme non-dualism (parādvaita) insists on turning back immediately toward the world
while still overflowing with (the residue of)—instead of being wholly lost in—enlightenment.47
Hāsya in ‘Sanskrit’ theater is centered on and around the incongruous words, behavior and
interventions of the Vidūṣaka, transforming the ‘great brahmin’ (mahābrāhmaṇa) into an irresponsible
Fool, the only reason why the uninitiated tolerate his irrelevant nonsense and clumsy transgressions.
The NŚ, however, endows this ‘would-be brahmin’ (brahma-bandhu) with ‘keen intelligence’
(pratyutpanna-pratibhā) and labels his humor ‘poetic’ (kāvya-hāsya). For those of us who recognize the
esoteric logic and sacrificial rationality behind his—and the playwright’s symbolic—calculations, the
clown’s ‘jokes’ (narma) become the backdoor to understanding the hidden meaning of the drama-asenigma (bráhman). The ‘bearer of the enigma’ (brahma-bandhu) becomes the privileged locus for the
‘semblance of humor’ (hāsyābhāsa) through which the yajña-in-disguise continues to work its secret
magic upon a merry audience intent on sole entertainment. In the ‘Three Men’s Talk’ (trigata) of the
ritual preliminaries (pūrvaraṅga), his disruptive interrogations were characterized by ‘abrupt remarks’
(gaṇḍa), ‘jocular puzzles’ (nālikā), and ‘incoherent’ blabbering (asat-pralāpa) relating to the theme of
the subsequent play. These are but four of the thirteen ‘elements of the riddle-play’ (vīthyaṅga) that
were, by the time of Abhinava’s commentary, freely and humorously used across dramatic genres even
in the vernacular, especially in the light-hearted love-comedies (nāṭikā). Before its constitutive elements
were analytically distinguished and dispersed, the now obsolete ‘riddle play’ (vīthī) in Sanskrit must have
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“Although the English word ‘tragic’ has a complex history of its own deriving from Aristotelian poetics, it
suitably captures the sense of the Sanskrit term karuṇa, which is usually but misleadingly translated ‘compassion’
or ‘pity.’ In karuṇa rasa, not only must someone be lost forever, they must also be beloved to the subject; the rasa
accordingly refers primarily to the sense of one’s own loss. By contrast, ‘The tragic rasa that arises when someone
grieves for a person with whom one does not have a kinship bond,’ explains Abhinavagupta, ‘is a semblance of the
tragic and hence is itself comic (for Abhinava, all semblance of rasa is comic). Compassion, by contrast, is a
generalized ‘pity for the sufferings or misfortunes of others,’ according to its dictionary definition. This feeling,
however, enters the history of Indian emotions only with Buddhism (especially Mahayana), which transvalued the
dominant, quasi-aristocratic view, here as well as in other areas of Sanskrit thought. One might even say Buddhism
redefined the very concept of ‘loved one’ so as to comprise the whole world, thereby turning karuṇa into the
active, blind (and to modern eyes almost irrational) compassion so exuberantly illustrated in the jātaka tales. It
was the Buddhists who invented compassion—and that is not the karuṇa of aesthetic discourse” (Pollock, Rasa 27).
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been the enactment of a comic ‘disputation’ (vivāda) that was itself derived from the sacred ‘enigmacontests’ (brahmodya) enacted during the brahmanical sacrifices, especially at the royal consecration.
The widely divergent, even contradictory, definitions of these thirteen vīthyaṅgas are easily
explicable as surface effects on the profane spectacle of the hidden inner workings of the sacred enigma
(Visuvalingam, Humor ch. 10 "Wit and Linguistic Ambiguity"). Whereas NŚ defines asatpralāpa as
“where salutary words spoken by the knowing (vidvān) in the presence of fools are not grasped by the
latter,” Daśarūpaka defines it as “quasi-incoherent rambling” (asambaddha-kathā-prāya), which may
be extended to the babbling of the just awakening, drunk, insane, of immature children (ibid, pp.381–
389). Sāhitya Darpaṇa, while giving the latter meaning, retains side by side the mutually exclusive NŚ
definition. The stormy union of Cārudatta and Vasantasenā (Act V) is made contingent on Maitreya
responding correctly, on his patron’s behalf, to ‘comic riddles’ (nālikā) posed by his alter ego, the
courtesan’s page Kumbhīlaka. Whereas the brahma-bandhu’s silly, seemingly confused responses evoke
hāsya, the “knowing” among the spectators would recognize the profound pertinence of his hāsyābhāsa
to the deeper significance of this Act. To resolve the (sacred) enigma has been universally equated to
committing (primordial) incest, like that of Brahmā-Prajāpati upon Vāc-Sarasvatī, which remains a
central riddle of Vedic mythology (Visuvalingam, Dīkṣita 434). The paradoxical characterization of the
brahma-bandhu and his doubles is no doubt a function of these (symbolic) ‘correlations’ (bandhu) of our
visible established order (sát) being hidden in the chaos (ásat) within (Visuvalingam, Hinduism 340).
The one rasa that is coextensive with the entire drama—from start to finish, in practically every
scene, relayed by every character (other than the nāyaka Cārudatta)—is the comic sentiment that is not
only ancillary to śṛṅgāra but also generated by the semblances of all the other emotions that would
have kept the theater echoing with laughter, high, low and middling. Because the Vidūṣaka’s
incongruous speech, behavior and attributes are not presented in isolation but in conversation and
interaction with the other characters, especially his (royal) patron (nāyaka), he draws them all into his
inescapable orbit as if he were a semiotic black hole.48 Whether the bandhus are introduced through
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For the larger ramifications: “What ethnography reveals to us, when deciphered from the vantage point
of the cult of (Pacali) Bhairava and in the light of the larger religio-cultural history of the subcontinent, is that these
diverse representations have been woven into the often unrecognizable and bewildering mosaic of a single fabric
through an unceasing, never simply given but ever renewed, semiotic process: it is this cognitive activity, of which
the Newars, to varying degrees in the course of their daily lives, are themselves both the objects and the agents,
that has secreted the proliferating signs that glue together a coherent symbolic order still centered, through the
‘person’ of the king-Bhairava (as through the royal vidūṣaka), on transgressive disorder. Freed from the materiality
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‘elements of the junctures’ (sandhyaṅga), vīthyaṅgas or other prolific ‘figures of speech’ (alaṅkāra),
whether their hāsya envelope is generated by rasābhāsa or by other non-affective modes of
incongruity, they pervade and thereby transform the profane drama into the bráhman-enigma.
Maitreya’s exceptional character development, his indispensable, active, sustained role in furthering the
sacrificial plot is made possible by displacing the stock Vidūṣaka’s most idiotic slapstick nonsense, along
with his otherwise concealed malevolence, onto the lisping villain Śakāra, with whom he interacts (Acts
I, IX) to hilarious and revealing effect. Seen through the penetrating eyes of this brahma-bandhu,
presided by Om-kāra, the entire play could be shown to be steeped in the hāsyābhāsa that
Abhinavagupta has ‘knowingly’ left for us to elucidate.

4. “Vidūṣaka thus deploys the semblance of humor” – to laugh or not to laugh?
Unlike the situational comedy occasioned by the other characters, the stereotyped Vidūṣaka is by
(NŚ) definition and through de facto, if implicit, convention a bundle of contradictions that render him,
on diverse levels and along multiple axes—that beg to be isolated, analyzed and explained—the prime
locus of comic incongruity that inevitably envelops everyone and everything within his purview.
Sociologically, this ‘great brahmin’ (mahābrāhmaṇa) commands both the highest respect, especially
from his devoted companion the (royal) hero (nāyaka), and the most ignominious manhandling, even
from the maids and base characters. His acutely vulnerable and voluble caste-consciousness is most
apparent. When the servant offers to hold the water vessel while Maitreya washes Cārudatta’s feet (Act
III), the brahmin is greatly offended by this “bastard” and angrily complains to his patron, who is obliged
to ask them to exchange roles. But when the servant is then asked to wash Maitreya’s feet, the latter
protests that the effort is wasted for he is about “to roll around (i.e., sleep) on the dirt floor like a
thrashed donkey” (see note 113 below), adding that, among brahmins, he is the “most harmless but
despised” (like a certain species of snake). “Ārya Maitreya, you are indeed a brahmin!” mocks the
servant, but “I’ll wash your feet anyway” (as he proceeds to do so). When Maitreya discovers maid
Radanikā being violated just outside their door (Act I), he angrily raises his crooked staff against the
mistaken culprit, declaring: “Look here! Even a (timid) dog becomes ferocious defending his own kennel.

of the sacrifice and the constraints of real life, this symbolic order finds its purest expression in the (classical)
drama that unfolds around the well-formed (royal) hero who forms a biunity with his alter ego, the deformed
vidūṣaka. Just as the (supermassive) ‘black-hole’ at the very hub of the galactic organization, gives birth to and
feeds upon its host system, mysteriously regulating even its furthest reaches through some intangible
synchronicity, the sacrificial order (ṛta) too revolves around a deliberately maintained chaos, disruptive and deadly,
that would be the source of all life […]” (Visuvalingam, Hindu-Buddhist 160-161, n.35).
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What then of a brahmin like me?” Throughout their altercation, the Viṭa keeps addressing him as “great
brahmin” and eventually throws away his sword to prostrate himself in genuine remorse at Maitreya’s
feet, confessing that “though armed, I’ve been vanquished, O Brahmin, by your potent virtue!”
Psychologically, the Vidūṣaka—named ‘Idiot’ (Māḍhavya) in Kalidāsa’s Abhjñāna-Śākuntalam—
always behaves like a Fool and is treated accordingly, though NŚ endows him with ‘keen intelligence’
(pratyutpanna-pratibhā) and ready wit. Sleep-talking Maitreya hands over the gold left in his
safekeeping and threatens, with the curse of a brahmin, the reluctant burglar to relieve him of its
burden (Act III). The thief complies, blessing in turn the “great brahmin” with a hundred years of sleep.
When the burglary is discovered the next morning, he disingenuously insists: “Friend, you’re always
complaining Maitreya is a fool, an ignoramus. Admit now that I acted wisely by handing over the gold
casket to you. Otherwise, that bastard would have made off with it.” When Cārudatta tells the juvenile
(baṭuka) to stop kidding, Maitreya protests: “Sir, I may indeed be a fool. Even then, do I not know the
time and place for joking?” (see note 87 below). What is incongruous, though not funny, is that his
otherwise grave, but perhaps infected, master always takes such blatant betrayals of trust in his stride.
Linguistically, this Reviler’s role in the play is to tell ‘jokes’ (narma) in the vernacular (prākṛt), rather
than in the Sanskrit that would befit a brahmin with pretensions to learning, who often bears names of
the highest Vedic pedigree (Gautama, Ātreya, Vaikhānasa). Not only is his abusive speech (and behavior)
obscene (NŚ), much of what this ‘ready-wit’ says strikes his audiences, both onstage and in the theater
hall, as irrelevant nonsense. The simpleton understands what he is told literally, even when repeatedly
spelled out for him. Vasantasenā’s arrival for her tryst with Cārudatta is announced by her page through
a series of playful riddles. Maitreya gets it wrong each time and must run to his master for the correct
answer, starting with: “‘Vasanta’, you fool!” that he repeats verbatim—including “you fool!”—to the
page. When he finally gets as far as “Senā-Vasanta,” the page hints to “turn the words (pada) around,”
at which our ‘love-counselor’ turns around on the spot with his feet (pada). Most of the time we seem
to be laughing at—rather than with—this obvious butt of ridicule or at least of irony for everyone else.
Dietetically, the great brahmin never discriminates between permissible and forbidden food
(bhakṣyābhakṣya-priyo nityam, Bhāvaprakāśana), betraying a fondness for wine, meat, etc. Addicted
most of all to rounded sweetmeats (modaka), the incurable glutton perceives the whole world, even
inanimate items, as (resembling) food, the choicest term of reference for his (over-) imaginative similes.
The Mṛcchakaṭikā begins with Maitreya’s entrance lamenting the loss of his modakas (due to his
patron’s penury). The fifth quadrangle of Vasantasenā’s palace is a vast kitchen bustling with culinary
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activities, sights and odors that whet his appetite (Act IV), most of all a butcher boy washing the raw
entrails of a slaughtered beast (paśu) as if it were a cloth rag. Finding himself in heaven amidst throngs
of (lascivious) centaurs (gandharva) and (voluptuous) nymphs (apsara), he craves to be offered water to
wash his feet along with an invitation to partake of all these sensual delights to his heart’s content.
Sexually, the (royal) hero’s friendly ‘counselor in the secret science of erotic love’ (kāma-tantrasaciva) seems hopelessly underqualified: naïve, chaste, misogynist, aggressive, lewd, obsessed, all at the
same time. Though sometimes named (Vasantaka, Kaumudagandha) after the aphrodisiacal ‘spring’
(vasanta) season, the (celibate) brahmin often seems averse to women, which accounts for his free
access to the harem. Without the least provocation, he abuses the maids as “daughter of a whore”
(dāsyāḥ putrī), making us wonder how he really feels about the dignified heroine. When Vasantasenā,
having received Maitreya warmly in her sanctum and, speaking with due respect only in Sanskrit, asks
him to inform beloved Cārudatta of her imminent visit, the go-between outwardly agrees but inwardly
vows to advise his master to shun the ‘mercenary’ courtesan at all costs. On his return, the great
brahmin is still fuming about not having been offered refreshments by that rude “daughter of a whore.”
By making a knowing sign to her maid, while partly covering her face with the end of her garment—
suggestive gesture that an obliging gallant might readily interpret as a seductive invitation—the
sniggering courtesan would have been simply mocking his own dignity. He begs his ward Cārudatta to
renounce all contact, for a courtesan is “painfully difficult to evict like a pebble caught in one’s shoe.”
When Vasantasenā’s page hits him with a pebble to announce her impassioned arrival, he defiantly
attacks with upraised staff the pigeons mating on the ledge above, until his master pulls him back by his
sacred thread. The first thing Maitreya asks the courtesan is why she has braved (as abhisārikā) the
moonless stormy night to confer upon her host this unsolicited courtesy and, after the lovers’ mutual
pleasantries are over, naively asks her maid if she intends to stay over for the night: Madanikā responds
to the “brahmin simpleton” in both instances with condescending laughter. Nevertheless, in the
courtesan’s seventh quadrangle, amidst all the cooing love-birds kissing each other, the “caged parrot
reciting a Vedic hymn, as if it were a brahmin having feasted on curds and rice” is an obvious selfreference, for his sexual ‘obsession’ is typically translated into a preoccupation with food (Visuvalingam,
Hinduism 333; 345, n.21; 342; 348, n.37; ).
Physically, the original clown, as described by the NŚ, must have been a horribly misshapen
brahmin: dwarfish, protruding teeth, hunchback, distorted face (vikṛtānana), lame, bald and red-eyed.
Being so deformed (virūpa), he would have served to offset the shapeliness (rūpa) of the handsome
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hero. His head is shaped like the ‘feet of a crow’ (kāka-pada), that is, conical like an inverted ‘V’, which is
what the villain Śakāra insultingly calls Maitreya (Act I). Though later theorists do not mention the
Vidūṣaka’s appearance,49 the plays repeatedly characterize him also as a “vicious” (duṣṭa) or “brown
monkey” that scares the maids, donkey- voiced, pot-bellied, and so on, to emphasize his ugliness. When
Cārudatta’s and Vasantasenā’s heads naturally incline towards each other through mutual attraction at
their first meeting (Act I), Maitreya interposes his own, self-described as “misshapen like a camel’s
knee.” Noteworthy here is that the term ‘vikṛta’ means both ‘deformed’ (ugly) and ‘incongruous’, and
the Vidūṣaka, according to NŚ, provokes laughter through such appearance, speech and attributes.
Why then does Abhinava declare that “the Vidūṣaka deploys in this way the ‘semblance of humor’
(hāsyābhāsa)”? Especially when the NŚ, the authority of which he is establishing through his
commentary, is unequivocal that “the disruptive interventions and artifices of the Vidūṣaka should
always be greeted by the spectators with boisterous laughter (ati-hāsa).”50 Could he mean that the
puerile clown’s ‘jokes’ are in such bad taste that they fall short of ‘authentic’ humor? Modern Indian
scholars and theater critics have long lamented the clown’s stereotyped character, especially when
contrasted to Shakespeare’s wise Fool, and speculated on the causes for his ‘degradation’ without
satisfactorily accounting for his sacred role, so obvious in the pūrvaraṅga, and the apparent incoherence
of NŚ prescriptions that already circumscribed, so narrowly, the evident artistry of the dramatists. Given
that the Vidūṣaka’s raison d’être is comic relief, would it not be a sad commentary on their creative
imagination and sense of humor to have blindly followed these inexplicable conventions to the extent of
hoisting him on the king as unworthy counselor and (more than) equal. But Western Indologists have
long recognized his ritual notations as echoing various likewise problematic characters in Vedic religion.
In the second courtyard of Vasantasenā’s palace, Maitreya spots a thievish monkey restrained by
being bound to a post, which seems to allude to the burglary in the previous Act (III). The Vidūṣaka’s
stereotyped assimilation to a mischievous (duṣṭa) brown monkey has been derived from the tawny
‘Virile Monkey’ (Vṛṣākapi) to whom an entire obscure dialogue hymn (X.86) of the Rigveda is dedicated.
The obscenely funny altercation among the manly lord Indra, his voluptuous wife Indrāṇī, and the
lascivious Vṛṣākapi prefigures, in its crude ritual way, the tangled interaction between hero (nāyaka,
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Śāradātanaya, however, does repeat the NŚ description in his Bhāvaprakāśana, but with the addition
of tawny hair and beard, which contradicts the NŚ baldness. This would confirm that that later dramatists enjoyed
much latitude in choosing among existing traits and even inventing new ones for their specific purposes.
50
Vidūṣakoccheda-kṛtam bhavec chilpa-kṛtam ca yat | atihāsyena tad grahyaṁ prekṣakair nityam eva tu
|| NŚ GOS, XXVI.8. Bhat, pp.123-125.
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presided over by Indra), heroine (Sarasvatī) and Vidūṣaka, whose sexual innuendos are deflected
towards her maids instead. Indrāṇī complains to her over-indulgent husband that his pet ape keeps
molesting her. Their grossly anatomical competition of virility versus impotence is reflected far more
subtly in the great brahmin’s role as kāma-tantra-saciva: on the one hand, his words, actions and
example inculcate abstinence but, on the other hand, he is not only obscene but brandishes his upright
crooked (flaccid) staff in lewd aggressive gestures in (highly) suggestive contexts.
The Vidūṣaka’s brawls with maids have been compared to the obligatory episode in the Vedic
Mahāvrata ritual, where a brahmin ‘student’ (brahmacārin) abuses a prostitute for indiscriminately
fellating her clients, before copulating with her. The closest scene in the repertoire of drama is in the
Viddhaśālabhañjikā by Rājaśekhara (9th C.), where the royal couple witnesses Cārāyaṇa, exultantly
raising his phallic staff as maid ‘Girdle’ (Mekhalā) grovels between his knees (see note 62 below): “I have
mounted the chariot of love bringing this pleasure woman of the harem under my feet,” exclaims our
“expert in Gandharva Veda.” To the queen’s angry complaints of impropriety, he retorts that it is
revenge for her inflicting a prank on the king’s companion, returning the favor to her own handmaid.
The king had remarked, when the clown showed him the picture of a monkey with large basket-like ears,
that it was Cārāyaṇa’s own portrait: Vṛṣākapi and Brahmacārin have become indistinguishable.
The Vṛṣākapi hymn, which was recited at the later Soma sacrifice, begins with the lament that
Indra’s votaries have ceased pressing the Soma for him, and in it the royal deity speaks of discriminating
between Ārya and Dāsa (non-Āryan) while drinking this elixir (86.19). The Soma-seller, representing the
Vedic Gandharva from whom the priests were to buy the hallucinogenic plant, was impersonated by a
Śūdra, who was abused, beaten and then robbed of his treasure. That the latter could otherwise be
drawn from the Kutsa gotra, a clan of despicable degraded brahmins, implies that Soma is acquired only
through an ambivalent mediator having the same status as the mahābrāhmaṇa. Seated outside the
sacrificial arena, the Śūdra ‘reviler’ (apagara) of the Mahāvrata vociferously abused the whole yajña as a
priestly undertaking, while a brahmin (abhigara) seated within praised it instead (see note 33 above).
The ‘great brahmin’ seems to have combined these diametrically opposed roles within his own person.
There is no reason to trace the (historical) ‘origin’ of the Vidūṣaka to any one of these (mutually
exclusive) Vedic prototypes,51 especially when his assimilation to a brown monkey, not prescribed by NŚ,
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For similar reasons, the quest for the (historical) ‘origin’ of the Sanskrit theater through a linear
evolution—for example, in dance as opposed to recitation—is ill-conceived. The NŚ emerged from the confluence
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could, like the other candidates, have been introduced much later into the literary dramas, after the
earlier overtly ritual genres had become obsolete. Moreover, the hidden interconnections (bandhu)
between these Vedic models—all sharing an inherently comic aspect—would suggest instead that what
has been transposed and adapted onto our enigmatic Vidūṣaka is their underlying symbolic framework,
the coherence of which remains obscure. For the same semiotic system seems to have engendered
symbolic cousins, who are contemporaneous or appear only after the advent of the theatrical clown.
The Pāśupata ascetics were brahmins, who sought liberation through clownish behaviors
(Visuvalingam, Dīkṣita 427-431). Though chastely remaining at a distance from women, they had to
perform lewdly amorous gestures (śṛṅgāraṇa), thereby soliciting public ridicule. They feigned snoring,
limping, and epileptic fits as integral to their spiritual praxis. Not only did they court general censure and
derisive laughter, they burst out in explosive laughter (aṭṭahāsa) in imitation of their deity Rudra. These
Pāśupatas are featured and taunted as ‘great brahmins’ in the farcical comedies (prahasana), along with
their more extreme and hedonistic Kāpālika fellow travelers, who are in turn sometimes labeled MahāPāśupatas. Bharata’s dictum that hāsya is generated by śṛṅgāra may have been prompted by more than
just aesthetic considerations deriving from the light-hearted depiction of love in theater and poetry. As
opposed to the right-handed orthodox worship of Śiva, the Pāśupata propitiated Rudra in a left-handed
manner. Ordered to make the offering (bali) to the ‘mothers’ (Act I), Maitreya protests that “to a (great)
brahmin like himself, left and right appear inverted as in a mirror.” Though the Pāśupata too babbled
abusive nonsense as if he were a madman—thereby hiding the purity of his ritual vows (gūḍha-pavitravāṇī)—he meditated primarily on the unstructured (anirukta) sound AUM (OMkāra), Vedic sacred
syllable par excellence, that presides over both Vidūṣaka and Gaṇeśa.
The sculptural representation of the elephant-headed pot-bellied Gaṇeśa, most popular deity of the
Hindu pantheon, is a subsequent crystallization of the same symbolism dynamically enacted by the
Vidūṣaka. Both share a voracious appetite and craving for modakas (see note 114 below); the clown in
the Adbhutadarpaṇa is named ‘Big Belly’ (Mahodara), an appellation of Gaṇeśa. The single tusk
corresponds to the upraised crooked staff (kuṭilaka) that otherwise matches the curved trunk. The
kuṭilaka is the present of priestly Brahmā (NŚ); Gaṇapati is identified with the Vedic Bṛhaspati, chaplain
(purohita) of the gods led by Indra. The elephant’s ears recall the basket-like ears attributed to the
clown. As ‘lord of obstacles’ Vighneśvara is propitiated to remove instead of creating them. The

of three streams—brahmanical (sacrifice), Śaiva (dance) and epic (narrative)—that Bharata, belonging to the epic
current, synthesized from and within the Vedic perspective. Should we then look for three (or more) origins?
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normative theater revolves around the nāyaka steadfastly pursuing an aim in the face of the obstacles
(vighna) needed to diversify and complicate the plot before the final denouement. ‘Friendly’ Maitreya
creates two dire hurdles by first facilitating the theft of the jewels (Act III) left in Cārudatta’s safekeeping
and later betraying them in court (IX) to inculpate his patron. Vighneśvara’s alternative name, Vināyaka
seems derived from the Vidūṣaka’s role as the ‘counter-‘ (vi-) nāyaka, who keeps getting in the way of
his eventual fulfillment. The presiding deity of hāsya in NŚ are the deformed ‘churn-goblins’ (pramaṭhadaivatya) who accompany Śiva; the Pāśupata’s aim was to become ‘leader of the hosts’ (gaṇa-pati).
Like this Śaiva ascetic imitating his ‘Lord of Dance’ (Naṭa-Rāja), both Gaṇeśa and the Vidūṣaka are
depicted dancing in gay abandon. The Pāśupatas were well-versed in the NŚ, and to their spiritual
lineage is owed the dance and music component that was so central even to the ritual preliminaries of
the theatrical performance. The Vidūṣaka’s exaggerated claims to such expertise might seem empty
pretensions. Sometimes, he proudly admits to being a philistine, at most a dilettante tagging along in his
patron’s artistic pursuits. When Cārudatta effusively describes, analyzes and extols Rebhila’s rendering
of the rāgas in the concert they are returning from (Act III.3-5), Maitreya simply comments: “There are
just two things that always make me laugh. One is a woman talking Sanskrit, and the other is a man who
tries to sing soft and low […] he reminds me of an old priest muttering texts, while the flowers in his
chaplet dry up. No, I don't like it!” (see notes 112, 121 below). Yet, the burglar breaks in soon after to
find various instruments strewn all around the sleeping couple and concludes being in the home of a
theater professor (nāṭyācārya). Cārudatta, who had just fallen asleep immersed (III.5) in those still
resonating primordial microtones (śruti), seems to be studying and practicing music as a spiritual
discipline under the tutelage of an adept in the Sāma Veda, the fountainhead of Hindu classical music.52
The Mṛcchakaṭikā inaugurates its “worldly” drama with the wistful self-portrait of Maitreya surrounded
by so wide a palette of dainty dishes that he contentedly dips his finger in each only to brush it aside like
a consummate artist: the very image of our inscrutable elephant-headed god, who is lauded through
prayers and songs as a great connoisseur of all the arts (Visuvalingam, Hinduism 342; 349, n.39).
God-fearing Hindus, who would never take Gaṇeśa for a clown and even take offense at such a
suggestion, are nevertheless tickled to death by the way in which the same traits are exploited in
52

That Maitreya, the great brahmin, is Cārudatta’s music guru is confirmed by the speech of the red-eyed
stage-manager (sūtradhāra) in the prologue, where the latter attributes his ravenous hunger to having stayed up
the whole night in intense practice. The Sūtradhāra of the (ritual) preliminaries becomes the Vidūṣaka in the play.
The Sāma Veda is composed of Rigvedic hymns, sung now in seven notes, collected for the Soma sacrifices. The
“old priest” is an allusion to (the otherwise male) Cūrṇavṛddha whom the Sūtradhāra had threatened to have cut
up like a new bride with scented braided hair (see note 72 below on androgyny).
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theater. The hāsya that envelops and trails the Pāśupata is not intended to amuse his spectators but to
serve an acknowledged ritual purpose that culminates in liberation. So too, the comic incongruities of
the Vidūṣaka may just as well serve a serious hidden aim, and even the hāsya they generate may be
sublated, rather than simply negated, into a ‘semblance’ of itself. His various Vedic models recommend
themselves because they appeared funny to the Indologists, who nevertheless fell into controversy over
whether those obligatory rituals could have been intentionally so within their larger solemn setting. The
hāsya-versus-its-semblance dilemma already haunted the Vidūṣaka’s supposed ancestors and persists
across his more recent cousins. The stimulus of humor is not ‘objective’ but perceived incongruity: there
is no reason why the ritual clown could not be perceived as both funny and serious from two different
perspectives that are prima facie opposed but mutually reinforcing at a deeper level.
Indologists also claim that the classical Vidūṣaka must be a grudging concession to folk theater,
where the haughty pretentious brahmin would have been pilloried with ridicule. Because authorship of
The Little Clay Cart is attributed to (king) Śūdraka (where the derogatory suffix -ka adds insult to injury
against the menial śūdra caste), his ‘revolutionary’ play would have been ‘confiscated’ by the wily
brahmins into a rather unconvincing ‘legitimization’ of the hierarchical caste-order and its ‘oppressive’
religious foundations. Our ‘man of spring’ (Vasantaka) is depicted cavorting with the prankish low-caste
maids, who often get the better of the condescending clown. Conversely, the ubiquitous stock character
of the lewd mock brahmin, often profaning his sacred thread, is attested in popular festivals, such as the
archaic (and now resurgent) Holi and later the Muslim Muharram. Though hierarchically structured,
classical theater is far from elitist and is justifiably ‘Sanskrit’ only insofar as its inherent architecture and
cosmopolitan range of values finds expression in treatises composed in this language of the gods. The
Mṛcchakaṭikā not only boasts seven different types of regional and class vernaculars (Prāk ṛt), but
its characters and concerns are all drawn from the lives of commoners or presented in a manner
readily accessible to the latter. In its prologue, the stage-manager—who is presided over by
priestly Brahmā—deliberately switches over to the vernacular “for the sake of the play.” In this
plebian drama as elsewhere, his symbolic counterpart, the great brahmin, speaks only in Prāk ṛt,
even to the talented courtesan who keeps addressing him respectfully in chaste Sanskrit. Despite
its quasi-obligatory transgression of religious norms, the ‘śūdra festival’ of Holi is celebrated by the
whole society, including the brahmins. Bharata’s theater was instituted by Brahmā in the royal context
of the Indra-festival during which the world, overrun by demons (asura) at the chaotic end of the Vedic
year, was established anew. The deformed Vidūṣaka, who sanctions such generalized unleashing of
primal energies, has been also derived from the Asura (-Varuṇa). Associated as Holi with the Kṛṣṇa-cult
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in the North, the riotous carnival remained consecrated in South India to the god of love (Kāma), as is
the spring festival depicted in the classical drama. Standing beside the king as his alter ego at the apex of
the socioreligious hierarchy (see note 68 below), the great brahmin enshrines the carnivalesque within
the very heart of (this theatrical imitation of) the Hindu world (Visuvalingam, Carnival).

Transgressive sacrality and ritual clown: ‘Origin’ of the Sanskrit Drama
FBJ Kuiper, in his magnum opus Varuṇa and Vidūṣaka: On the Origin of the Sanskrit Drama,
demonstrates that this ugly, nonsensical, entertaining clown represented the austere, aweinspiring, vengeful Vedic god who watched over the cosmic law (ṛta). The NŚ description of the
Vidūṣaka’s deformities correspond closely to those of the brahmin scapegoat (jumbaka) standing
mouth-deep in a pool of water and upon whose head the royal sacrificer (yajamāna) of the Aśvamedha
yajña shed his impurities at the end of the ‘consecration’ (dīkṣā). This jumbaka personified Varuṇa, god
of the underworld, in his impure, evil, deathly aspect. Attempting to refute or simply ignoring previously
proposed historical prototypes (see note 51 above), Kuiper concludes that the Vidūṣaka’s ‘original’
function was that of ritual scapegoat taking on all the negativity of the dramatic hero as sacrificer.
The ritual preliminaries (pūrvaraṅga) that obligatorily preceded a theatrical performance included
two items in which the Vidūṣaka participated. In the ‘raising’ (utthāpana) of the wooden staff
(jarjara) borne by an assistant to the stage-manager (sūtradhāra), he appeared at the latter’s other
flank carrying a water ‘pot’ (bhṛṅgāra). In this reenactment of Vedic cosmogony, the Sūtradhāra
sipped and sprinkled from the water-pot before seizing and brandishing the jarjara around the stage
to dispel the demons, who might otherwise disrupt the performance. As jarjara and bhṛṅgāra are the
respective presents of Indra, king of the gods, and of Varuṇa, Kuiper deduces that their symmetry
expresses the complementarity between the two gods of upperworld and netherworld in the dualistic
Vedic cosmos, while the Sūtradhāra in the center embodied Brahmā as god of its totality.
This polarity becomes a veritable opposition in the second pūrvaraṅga item, just before the
theatrical prologue, called ‘three men’s talk’ (trigata), where the Brahmā-Sūtradhāra was again assisted
by (the actors impersonating) the two gods. Indra makes some constructive propositions, probably
alluding to the structured plot of the drama to follow, that the inimical ‘reviler’ (vidūṣaka) deconstructs
by resorting to comic riddles (nālikā), abrupt disjointed barbs (gaṇḍa), and unintelligible questions. The
Sūtradhāra then stepped forward to resolve the impasse between structuring thesis and disruptive
antithesis by dialectically reestablishing the inclusive order of a greater synthesis. The same structural
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dynamics can be recognized in the drama-sacrifice, in which the Vidūṣaka (Maitreya) seems to be
engaged in a (cooperative-) rivalry with the hero-protagonist (Cārudatta), whose NŚ protector is Indra.53
Beneath the apparent humor of the Trigata is a reenactment of the ancient Aryan verbal contest,54
which took place along with other agonistic competitions (poetic duels, chariot races, physical combat,
etc.) during the new year celebrations. In the Vedic worldview—still prevalent today even in other
premodern (Southeast Asian) societies and in sharp contrast to the Western dualism of good and evil—
order and disorder were interlocked in precarious balance despite the pendulum of time oscillating
between these apparent opposites.55 The first drama was staged by Brahmā during the New Year, when
53

My intense scholarly correspondence with Kuiper began from around 1981, with my doctoral research,
to continue, well after the award from BHU of PhD, till around 1993. During this time, we had long face-to-face
discussions while visiting his homes in France and the Netherlands. My Dutch mentor’s magnum opus was
primarily intended to clinch his totalizing interpretation of Vedic mythology. German approaches to the Vedic gods
as projections of natural phenomena, had been piecemeal and evolutionistic. The French structuralist approach of
Georges Dumézil to comparative mythology was sociologically determined, seeing in Mitra-Varuṇa, Indra (-Vāyu),
and the twin Aśvins, the three Indo-European classes of priestly sovereign (brahmin), warrior (kṣatriya) and
pastoralist-settler (vaiśya). In Dumézil’s earlier monograph on Mitra-Varuṇa—subsequently repudiated by its
author—he saw in Varuṇa the transgressive, magical aspect of the priestly function, as opposed to Mitra’s benign,
protective aspect. For Kuiper, the primary structuring principle, more universal to archaic and not just IndoEuropean mythologies, would be a dualistic cosmogony that opposed upper- and nether-worlds, with Varuṇa
presiding over the latter. Mitra would be rather that benign face of the dual-divinity turned towards, but not an
integral part of, the upperworld. Framed in this manner, the two overlapping paradigms remained irreconcilable.
Following the publication of Varuṇa and Vidūṣaka, Dumézil published in response a note that they were perhaps
compatible, but without explaining how.
54
The agonistic elements used in the Trigata are taken from the Verbal Style (bhāratī vṛtti), the originmyth of which relates to Viṣṇu, sleeping alone on the primordial ocean, having created it to destroy through
trickery the abusive and calamitous twin-demons Madhu and Kaiṭabha, emerging from his ear-wax. N. Lidova’s
(Drama 20-21) assumption in 1994 that the constructive protagonist must therefore have been Viṣṇu vanquishing
Varuṇa is not plausible because in the Trigata the active role of reestablishing order—incorporating and not
defeating disorder—is reserved for Brahmā at the center. Her hypothesis becomes even more untenable in the
context of her much later (revised) claim that the Vidūṣaka would have represented Brahmā, even in the
pūrvaraṅga. This would oppose Viṣṇu to Brahmā, whereas they are (even umbilical) partners in the above originmyth. Viṣṇu is less significant to the ritual underpinnings of theater, as conceived by NŚ, than are Brahmā, Indra,
Varuṇa and Śiva. Byrski had insisted already in 1974 on the attribution of bhāratī vṛtti being a late interpolation
and hence the irrelevance of Viṣṇu to the question of ‘origin’: “It is difficult to argue that the mythology of the
Nāṭyotpatti owes anything to Vaiṣṇavism seeing the highest deity of that denomination of Hinduism in such an
inferior position. The story of chapter XXII does not change this view, since in all probability it ‘was an
afterthought, and may be due to Viṣṇu’s connection with drama at a later stage. For if he had any original
connection with the drama, he might well have appeared in the first legend, which also mentions the Styles.’
Besides that, we should always remember that the legend of the first [chapter] is complete, so that all the other
stories to be found in NŚ should be considered separately, the more so since the entire text of NŚ bears definite
marks of a gradual interpolation and recasting. It is clear that Viṣṇu and his believers cannot claim any significant
contribution to Nāṭya at least in the Nāṭyotpatti legend” (Theatre 23-24).
55
See Rajiv Malhotra’s concluding lines of chapter four on “Order and Chaos”: “the Western conception
of order and chaos is dichotomous; they are irreconcilable opposites, with order represented by civilization and all
that is good and divine, and chaos represented by that which opposes civilization (and which opposes goodness
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the order of the upperworld was reestablished through Indra’s banner-festival (dhvaja-maha) after the
organized society had been overrun by demons (asura) led by Varuṇa, who had temporarily reverted to
his chaotic essence. This first drama was itself disrupted by the asuras, aggrieved by their unflattering
depiction, which would explain its apotropaic incorporation of a not entirely reformed VaruṇaVidūṣaka.56 The wooden jarjara reproduces, within the theater, the dhvaja that represents the king of
the gods in its outer festive context, both serving as variations of the handheld thunderbolt (vajra) with
which Indra pierced and slew the primeval dragon Vṛtra to (re-) create the cosmic order. The immobile
pole (yūpa) of the brahmanical sacrifice where the victim was, in principle, immolated was likewise
assimilated as a weapon to these portable manifestations of the world-pillar (axis mundi).57
The problem with Kuiper’s insightful and pioneering thesis is that the Vidūṣaka has the most sacred
syllable Oṁkāra for patron and, in the plays, always carries the ‘crooked stick’ (kuṭilaka), which is the
present of Brahmā, to be repeatedly declared a ‘great brahmin’ (mahābrāhmaṇa). Moreover, he
remains the (royal) hero’s dearest friend, trusted counselor, even forming an inseparable biunity that
often reflects the (sacrificer) yajamāna-brahmán (priest) and king-purohita (chaplain) couple. The
Vidūṣaka in the play proper would rather represent Brahmā, but with a hidden Varuṇa-dimension that

and divinity). The Indian approach is integral, viewing them as complementary and interactive and as essential
aspects of civilization, but their integration and reconciliation in a higher principle of unity is necessary for them to
fulfil their function and find their complete and highest form” (Being Different 218-219).
56
“In the Sanskrit corpus of plays, chaos is personified as the figure of the clown (known as vidūṣaka). The
clown has a privileged, though paradoxical and dialectical, relationship to the king, who upholds dharma as order.
The archetype of the clown is comparable with that of the Joker in the Batman film. The handsome king
representing order and the disfigured clown representing chaos are not only inseparable; they are peers and
address each other as friendly equals. In the play The Little Clay Cart (Mṛcchakaṭikā) […] although the drama
ends happily with the triumph of order over chaos, the subliminal message is that the forces of chaos must be
integrated judiciously and skilfully into order if society is to function. These ideas are made explicit in the
ceremonial preliminaries to the play itself. […] The vidūṣaka is a transgressor whose violations of conventional
order serve in fact to reinforce it. In many instances, he is planted by the ruler and helps the controlled release of
disorderly forces (…). The vidūṣaka as 'integrated chaos' is thus the 'wild card' (joker) […] This juxtaposing of
disorder in the centre of order corresponds to the creative assimilation of chaos in Hinduism. There is thus in the
Sanskrit play an underlying theme of the 'tying together of diverse threads' with equilibrium eventually restored.
The principle of bandhu is ever present” (Malhotra, Being Different 217-218).
57
The Indra festival is celebrated annually in the Katmandu Valley—till recently with the patronage and
participation of the Hindu king—to renew the kingdom. These wooden Indra- (and Bhairava-) masts are referred to
by the same Newari term used for yūpa, viz. yalasin. The terms vajra and dhvaja are used in the tantras to refer
esoterically to the phallus; the Newars also call the (Indra-) poles liṅga and the similar annual erection of the New
Year (Bhairava-) pole in Bhaktapur is explicitly assimilated to copulation with its supporting mound of earth. The
yūpa stood upright at the edge of the Vedic altar (vedi) assimilated to the vagina, and the sacrificial offerings even
assimilated to sexual union. In the Śaiva context, the yūpa-vedi couple has been fused into the likewise tripartite
liṅga standing on its yoni pedestal, ‘housed’ and worshipped in the ‘womb’ of the Āgamic temple.
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accounts for his disguised rivalry and repeated betrayals.58 Otherwise, how do we account for the
central actor in the theatrical enactment of Vedic cosmogony and of the verbal contest being absent in
the subsequent drama that is supposedly structured by the pūrvaraṅga? All the evidence points instead
to the Vidūṣaka of the play representing Brahmā, and to the clown’s (ritual) role being therefore
assumed by the Sūtradhāra.59 The brahmán-priest took on the impurity of the sacrificer, which is why
the jumbaka had to be brahmin (of the Atri clan), a role played by the ‘great brahmin’ (mahābrāhmaṇa),
which is therefore also a euphemism for untouchable (cāṇḍāla).60 In Vedic ritualism, the syllable OM
represents ‘unstructured’ (anirukta) speech par excellence and thus corresponds very well to the
reviler’s de-structuring language both in the Trigata and throughout the play.61 Wielded in the
pūrvaraṅga by the Sūtradhāra, Indra’s jarjara appropriately becomes the kuṭilaka in the hands of the
Brahmā-Vidūṣaka, who aggressively raises (utthāpana) and brandishes the crooked wooden staff in
sexually suggestive situations (see note 57 above). Moreover, the heroine (nāyikā)—who drives the
narrative plot as object of the Indra-nāyaka’s desire—is in NŚ presided over not by his wife Indrāṇī but
58

Whereas her PhD thesis (published 1994) had accepted Kuiper’s identification of Vidūṣaka with Varuṇa,
Lidova (King-Priest) argues instead that his intimate, counseling, supportive relationship to the (royal) hero, must
mean that he represents Brahmā, even in the pūrvaraṅga. Not only does her revised position in the above paper
completely ignore all those traits and established arguments that identify him with Varuṇa, his complete
opposition to the other assistant (Indra) in the Trigata, but it also does not take notice, let alone account for, his
(hidden) rivalry and betrayals of his (royal) patron, so apparent in a play such as the Mṛcchakaṭikā. Like Prajāpati’s
in the Vedic period, Brahmā’s depiction in Hindu mythology is itself problematic and calls for explanation, for it
does not conform to the wholly cooperative and harmonious king-priest image presented in normative literature.
(Chalier-Visuvalingam, Mahābrāhmaṇa 170-174).
59
This would be why NŚ introduces the otherwise superfluous role of the Sthāpaka, a separate actor who
must assume the appearance of the stage manager to ‘establish’ (sthāpanā) the drama proper, thereby allowing
the Sūtradhāra to appear as the Brahmā-Vidūṣaka. In the prologue to the Mṛcchakaṭikā, the (substitute) ‘stage
manager’ calls out to the ‘great brahmin’ Maitreya, before he walks in from off-stage as the first character to
appear in the play proper (Visuvalingam, Abhinavagupta 49, n.117).
60
The Vidūṣaka in the Nāgānanda is named Ātreya. The funerary priest in Vārāṇasī who receives
offerings of food, clothes, etc., on behalf of the dead man and thereby takes on his impurity is also called
Mahābrāhmaṇa (Visuvalingam, Abhinavagupta 49, n.117).
61
In keeping with the elusive search for the (historical) ‘origins’ that accounts for the spilling of so much
Indological ink, Byrski proposed that by dating the appearance of Oṁkāra as a deity in Indian mythology, we might
be able to ‘date’ the Nāṭyotpatti myth: “Chapter IX is one of the richest in content and implications. It touches
upon many problems in a manner that provokes enthusiastic comments. The Author is at his best when he
discusses the vidūṣaṇa of the vidūṣaka. The argument is clear and direct. Among others it is a very important
contribution to our understanding of Oṁkāra’s role as the patron deity of the vidūṣaka. One only wonders when
for the first time Oṁkāra appears in Indian mythology. The answer to this question could contribute towards
finding the date of the mythological account found in the Nāṭyaśāstra” (report). NŚ simply states that the clown is
“protected” by this most sacred syllable. When the Hindu trinity contest among themselves for rank of supreme
god in the origin-myth of Bhairava, they appeal to the conclusive testimony of Oṁkāra as essence of the Veda. By
laughingly pronouncing in favor of Śiva, the formless Oṁkāra implies that transgression at is the core of the Veda
(Visuvalingam, Dīkṣita 430).
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by Sarasvatī, goddess of speech and the arts, who is the consort of Brahmā (-Prajāpati). A central sacred
enigma of Vedic mythology and of the brahmanical sacrifice is Prajāpati’s incest with Sarasvatī that has
been faithfully conserved and elaborated by the Purāṇas, which characterize the otherwise four-headed
Brahmā’s fifth head with lewd, evil and offensive speech. Aimed ultimately at the Sarasvatī-heroine, the
Vidūṣaka’s stereotyped obscene abuse, like his phallic gestures with the kuṭilaka, has been displaced
onto the lowly maids (see note 58 above).62 The dīkṣā (temporarily) transformed the twice-born
sacrificer (Indra)—whatever be his caste-status in society—into a (great) ‘brahmin’ (Brahmā). NŚ
encodes a (not entirely hidden) homology between Vedic sacrifice (yajña) and aesthetic absorption
(rasa), with the dramatic plot (itivṛtta) serving semiotically to harmonize the sacred and profane world.63
Vedic cosmogony and Hindu mythology more generally are derived from esoteric and ultimately
transgressive principles of self-actualization that find their most coherent and socially-determining
encoding in the outer formalism of the brahmanical sacrifice. Vasiṣṭha, brahmán priest and purohita par
excellence, is known since the Ṛgveda as progeny and incarnation of the dual deity Mitra-Varuṇa.
Whereas Mitra would represent the pure, restrained, benign, law-giving upperworld, Varuṇa would
instead correspond to the impure, subversive, sinister underworld, both incorporated by Brahmā as god

62
Especially graphic is when the royal couple witnesses Cārāyaṇa exultantly raising his phallic staff as the
maid grovels between his knees. Playwright Rājaśekhara (9th C.) is thereby re-contextualizing the obligatory
copulation between a fellating prostitute and an abusive brahmacārin, during the ancient Mahāvrata ritual, within
the orgiastic Kaula practices. This brahmin ‘student’ has been among the Vedic models proposed for the Vidūṣaka.
Abhinavagupta, who recommends decorum in the presence of the king, is himself the supreme theoretician and
apologist of such transgressive sacrality incarnated elsewhere by Rājaśekhara’s Bhairavānanda.
63
This is the core argument of MC Byrski’s 1974 PhD thesis at Banaras Hindu University on Concept of
Ancient Indian Theatre, which I wholly endorse here. Though Kuiper’s thesis hinges around jumbaka-Varuṇa, his
long preoccupation with (Indo-Iranian) cosmogonic myth accounts for his neglecting the deformed brahmin’s ritual
role in the Aśvamedha, which ought to have led him toward developing a sacrificial understanding of the whole
drama, including the pūrvaraṅga. Due to my preoccupation then with the immediate challenge posed by Varuṇa
and Vidūṣaka, my own thesis likewise did not accord due credit to Byrski’s prior work, that I had read so much
earlier, deriving theater from Vedic yajña. “The ancient Indian civilization is surprisingly homogeneous. Its
structure on and on reveals deep logic and compactness, where each and every aspect fits well into the general
framework. There can be no doubt in this context that the pivot which supports this magnificent edifice is the Veda
or more strictly speaking the Vedic sacrifice. It is therefore perfectly understandable that the attitude of referring
everything to the Veda, which until recently had been considered solely a touchstone of the Hindu religious
orthodoxy, now becomes also a guiding principle of modern scientific research in Indology. […] What strikes one
while reading these pages is that the Author seems to take the sacrificial context of classical Indian theater in
particular for granted, what I for one wholeheartedly endorse, but maybe a handful of main arguments could have
been restated in order to convince the doubtful. […]” (Byrski, report). This essay is the opportunity to make
amends to my Polish guru-bhāi, who had studied Nāṭyaśāstra long before me with Rameshwar Jha (note 1 above).
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of the totality (see note 53 above).64 The brahmán would have a hidden transgressive dimension that
derives from having undergone and interiorized the Vedic dīkṣā (see note 117 below), precisely that
aspect embodied by the deformed jumbaka and deployed by the ‘great brahmin’ Vidūṣaka even within
the drama proper. Though scapegoats are readily and universally targeted as the butt of derisive jokes,
Kuiper’s theory does not sufficiently account for the complex multisided role of the Vidūṣaka—himself
‘reviler’ and joker (hāsya-kṛt) par excellence—that far exceeds simply taking on the impurity of the
(royal) sacrificer. In the Mṛcchakaṭikā the role of (ritual) scapegoat is assumed by the noble Cārudatta
whose bungling clown helps frame to be executed for murder. Our basic conception of the vidūṣaka
must be such that the maximum, if not all, of his traits can be derived logically therefrom. Moreover, its
elaborations to explain specific traits should also be valid for the same occurring outside the vidūṣaka as
in Gaṇeśa, Pāśupata, etc. (economy of concepts). Finally, this core concept and its surrounding notions
should as far as possible be in conformity with a universal theory derived from ethnological data on reallife ritual clowns in other cultures, who are more than just concoctions of a collective theatrical
imagination. Together, these three requirements respectively ensure 1) the unity of the vidūṣakaconception, 2) its specificity in the Vedic-Hindu milieu but 3) without sacrificing its universality of
function. To be deformed (virūpa) symbolizes, in the visual code of the clown’s semiotics, the inherent
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“I have not on all points been convinced that the author is right—the misinterpretation of the mythical
status of Brahmâ, for instance, which he found in Coomaraswamy’s work, should not have been incorporated in
this work, the explanatory force of it being only specious. But in some criticisms of my work, such as in adding
(rather than substituting) the transgressive character of the vidūṣaka, he is certainly right” (Kuiper, report).
My Mitra-Varuṇa = Brahmā equation was, however, derived from primarily these mythico-ritual
considerations and not dependent on AK Coomaraswamy’s metaphysical conception to which it was compared.
My response was as follows: “If I am offering seemingly devious and complex explanations for features which you
have sought to explain in more simple and direct terms, this may be attributed to the fundamental difference in
my approach which can be summarized in the following 3 points: 1) the basic conception of the vidūṣaka
(transgressor of brahmanical norms) must be such that the maximum, if not all, of his traits can be derived logically
therefrom. In this sense, the transgressive function is not merely 'added to' but indeed substituted for the
scapegoat aspect, for these other traits which cannot be derived from the latter can very well be derived from the
transgressive role, which moreover accounts for the scapegoat function as well (but not vice-versa). 2) Such
elaborations (of this basic conception) meant to explain specific traits should also be valid for the same traits
occurring outside the vidūṣaka, e.g., the modakas of Gaṇeśa, śṛṅgāraṇa of the Pāśupata, hāsya in Mithuna
(including prabhakṣaṇa-ruci, i.e., gluttony), etc. (economy of concepts). 3) The basic concept and its surrounding
notions should as far as possible be in conformity with a universal theory derived from ethnological data on ritual
clowns and tricksters in other cultures. Highly improbable and apparently unintelligible configurations and
associations, if seen recurring persistently in other cultural traditions, should be treated not as fortuitous and
aberrant combinations but as organic wholes contributing to a stereotyped cross-cultural typology (despite our
structural approach). Together, these requirements will respectively ensure 1) the unity of the vidūṣakaconception, 2) its specificity in the Vedic-Hindu milieu but 3) without sacrificing its universality of function” (letter
to Kuiper of March 1984).
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evil that necessarily rendered the dīkṣita a violator of brahmanical norms of ritual purity.65 Comparative
religion reveals the archaic sacred to be split into interdictory (Mitra) and transgressive (Varuṇa) poles
that are opposing, yet complementary: the ritual clown is universally a comic figure even outside of the
theater and before its emergence as a social institution, because he violates—in a public setting where
such infractions are inacceptable—the very norms through which society and self are constituted.
“The public display of undisguised transgressive sacrality [TS]…lends the performance a comic aura
and tends to transform the transgressor into a ritual clown. The normal reaction to such transgressive
behavior generally takes the form of distressing negative emotions like disgust, shame, indignation, fear,
etc., precisely the kind of emotions that the adept himself seeks to overcome and surpass while
committing ritual transgression privately in closed esoteric circles. But when such public transgression is
socially sanctioned, often through direct or indirect valorization of the person of the transgressor, the
negative affects and reactions of the spectators are simultaneously neutralized by positive participatory
affects, and the combined energies of the mutually opposing emotions are discharged in the form of
pleasurable laughter.” Bisociation-theory “discovers the universal cause of laughter precisely in the
mutual neutralization of two simultaneous but sharply contrasting, opposing reactions (emotional,
cognitive, motor, etc.) to one and the same stimulus. And such is the exoteric perception of the ritual
transgressor that obliges him to assume a comic character. The inherent ambiguity/ambivalence of our
laughter at a forbidden theme leaves it wholly unclear whether the driving force behind the laughter is
due to one’s participation in the transgression or due to one’s resistance to it or, rather, due to both.
The intimate association of transgression and the comic reacts in turn upon the transgressor
encouraging him to amplify and diversify his comic effects even independently of his primary function of
transgression. […] the clown-transgressor through his comic behavior mediates—even while embodying
the conflict—between the two opposing poles of archaic sacrality: the transgressive pole that he enacts
both materially and symbolically permitting the exoteric public to participate in it, even if only indirectly,
partially and unconsciously, and the interdictory pole that contributes towards rendering these
transgressions ridiculous and fit only to be shunned by the same public. However paradoxical and
teeming with contradictions, a vital mode of communication between the two conflicting dimensions is
in this way maintained.
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The brahmanicide Bhairava, who much later assumes some of Varuṇa’s functions and plays the role of
scapegoat (pāpa-bhakṣaṇa), especially in the sacred city of Vārāṇasī, is likewise primarily the god of transgression,
for which reason he is supreme deity of the Kaula tantras and at the hidden core of Abhinava’s self-identity.
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“When this clown-transgressor later steps out of his ritual context onto the secularized stage of the
Sanskrit drama, governed by its own aesthetic and ‘ethical’ norms, his performance has already evolved
in two complementary directions. Firstly, the material transgressions have been underplayed, disguised,
even largely eliminated, and displaced into symbolic substitutes in the form of various stereotyped
comic traits pertaining to the appearance, gestures, utterances and interventions of the Vidūṣaka […].
His deformity, gluttony, contrary speech, obscenity, crooked stick, etc., are all synonyms insofar as they
all comically signify transgression through parallel codes like the visual, alimentary, linguistic, sexual, and
geometric. Secondly, the comic aspect, originally the fall-out of his transgressive role, now acquires an
independent status and undergoes secondary elaboration to serve the purposes of plot development,
dramatic humor, characterization and so forth, while its social-censure function is more systematically
exploited. The normative classical Sanskrit drama, even while entertaining all sectors of the society,
seeks to reinforce the proper and harmonious pursuit of the four traditional legitimate goals of Indian
life: sensual enjoyment, acquisition of wealth, fulfillment of ordained socio-religious duties and spiritual
emancipation in ascending hierarchy of values. Though this is normally achieved through the audience’s
voluntary and total identification with the exemplary conduct of the hero, Abhinavagupta also
prescribes for the comic the additional function of safeguarding socio-religious norms though negative
example. By introducing improprieties, in the form of comic incongruities, into the pursuit of the four
goals, the dramatist should wean away the laughing audience from imitating such deviant behavior,
from becoming themselves objects of ridicule in real life. […]
“The problem with the ‘negative’ example of the Vidūṣaka is that, instead of pursuing any goal
whatsoever of his own, he selflessly devotes himself to aiding the hero in achieving his own goals.
Though mocked and even manhandled by the inferior characters, he is the only personage who can
address the hero (or king) on equal terms, and continues to enjoy the confidence of the latter even after
repeated betrayals of trust. One princely hero finds life unbearable without this ‘other half’ of his body.
This supreme though indirect valorization of his person, amid symbolic traits and associations that
dissolve him into a background of ultimate metaphysical principles like Brahman and the Sacrifice,
chaplain (or brahmin officiant) and cherished religious symbols like OMkāra, would underline his being
‘the brahmán par excellence’ not only ironically but also really. Abhinavagupta cryptically observes that
the Vidūṣaka, whose comic function he nowhere denies, manifests the ‘semblance of humor’ which can
only hint at the vital function of sacred transgression that his profane comicality vehicles and
simultaneously disguises. For the ramification of the transgressive notations invested in the diverse
figures of his background form a veritable symbolic system that would seem to embrace the entire
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socio-religious life of the community in a web of significations held together, at its secret center, by a
transgressive conception and experience of the Sacred. The Vidūṣaka is an exceptionally striking
example of how, by various intricate yet conventionalized techniques, the language of transgressive
sacrality is communicated, through the aesthetic appeal of humor even in an apparently ‘secular’ artistic
medium like the Sanskrit drama, to an audience that thereby comes to participate despite itself in a
symbolic universe whose coherence it does not recognize and whose values it is as yet not prepared to
accept. In the laughing Vidūṣaka, an exoteric vision wholly enmeshed in the hierarchy of the four goals,
which he entertainingly reinforces by his negative example, is nevertheless forced to submit itself to the
claims of an esoteric vision that encompasses it, and is all the more effective for the reason that it is
carefully hidden.” 66 Abhinava, Bhairava-incarnate, would be the ideal NŚ commentator to recognize this.
The dramaturgic tradition distinguishes two apparently opposed yet complementary ‘principles’
(dharmī) of representation that work in tandem to guarantee the desired response from the spectators:
the ‘realistic’ (loka-) and the ‘theatrical’ (nāṭya-dharmī).67 While the former confers ‘vraisemblance’ to
the objects, situations and developments depicted onstage to ensure they do not tax our credulity, the
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For a universal conceptual schema of the clown’s evolution that clarifies the intimate relation between
transgression and the comic, see S. Visuvalingam, “Transgressive Sacrality in the Hindu Tradition” (2014, pp.137–
140), presented at the World Parliament of Religions (New York, Dec. 1985). The above extracts, which require no
further commentary, were translated into Hindi by Prof. Radhavallabh Tripathi and published in his trimonthly
Nāṭyam journal (No. 23, September-December 1986, pp. 75-89) under the title अतिगामी धार्मिकिा िथा विदष
ू क

में उसकी प्रिीकात्मक-अर्िव्यक्ति. Byrski , who readily acknowledged the vidūṣaka’s transgressive function and his
comic role as mediating between esoteric and exoteric visions within the sacrificial paradigm of the theater,
recognized my constructive critique to be not an antithesis but an inclusive synthesis securing Kuiper’s thesis on a
much firmer foundation: “The thesis at hand is an admirable attempt to collect all that Abhinavagupta said on the
subject and to interpret it in terms of its relation to the general sacrificial context. The Author achieves this
purpose most evidently while analyzing the figure of the vidūṣaka and also while investigating the vīthyaṅgas.
Thus, his remark made already at the very beginning of his study (see p.1) that ‘perhaps in the enigmatic folly of
the laughing vidūṣaka was hidden the founding discourse of the very culture that laughs at him’ is amply justified
by all that is being said subsequently. […] A very convincing integration of the hāsya aspect of the vidūṣaka with his
ritualistic role as visualized, among others, by Kuiper belongs to this category of problems. […] Appreciating the
figure of the vidūṣaka with reference to the esoteric sphere as contrasted with the exoteric one (pp.436-37) also
belongs to the same type of sharply redefined arguments. Besides, the Author rightly sees the problem as a kind of
‘transformation of sacrificial ritual into profane drama’ (p.424), which to my mind is the most proper perspective.
[…] the Author formulates here very striking thoughts as for instance that the transgressive praxis recognized
by Abhinavagupta qualifies him to recognize the transgressive function of the vidūṣaka (pp.438-39) or that
the vidūṣaka reinforces by his laughable negative example the hierarchical order of the puruṣārthas (p.444) as well
as the observation that the vidūṣaka is a mediator between the sacred of interdiction and the sacrality of
transgression (ibid.).” (report).
67
See Prof. Radhavallabh Tripathi’s comprehensive essay on “Abhinavagupta’s approach to Dharmī” that
reproduces, translates, explains and contextualizes the relevant passages from his Nāṭyaśāstra commentary.
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latter ‘alienates’ the same to reinforce the ‘otherworldly’ (alaukika) aspect of (the sustained experience
of rasa engendered by) the drama. Discussion of such artifices of stagecraft as soliloquies, asides,
personifying abstractions, minimalizing props, violation of expectations, etc., is primarily couched in
terms of enhancing and diversifying the aesthetic effect, principle that Abhinava extends beyond the
theater to artistic expression in general. However, such dramatic license can and does serve to introduce
ritual motifs and ideas into the otherwise profane scenes, dialogues and plot of the play, as exemplified
so well by our Little Clay Cart, the very title and obscure centrality of which has been determined by the
Vedic sacrifice (see note 76 below). Given the lack of historical evidence, unlike in medieval Europe, for
the institution of court-jester in ancient India, the vidūṣaka seems entirely a theatrical invention of the
collective brahmanical imagination—with no corresponding real-life counterpart—intended to conserve
archaic figures of the obsolescing sacred under the pretext of comic relief. The ignorant buffoon is
depicted assuming the learned role of a minister, performing august public ceremonies such as the
wedding of his royal patron and invoking divine blessings upon the kingdom that would have been the
prerogative of the purohita. While some scholars have attempted to account for such ‘discrepancies’ by
claiming that the ‘great brahmin’ must have (originally) been a caricature of the chaplain, 68 others have
rightly objected that this this clownish parody sometimes appears in the same play and even same scene
as his maligned model.69 Abhinava quotes his teacher, Bhaṭṭa Tauta, to the effect that the poetic

68
Though the vidūṣaka’s transgressive function is prior, conceptually, to his comic aspect, the latter has
undergone secondary elaboration, within the theatrical context, to attain an independent status of sorts.
Parodying the (royal) purohita, Vedic orthodoxy (as embodied by the Śrotriya), and the (pretentions of the)
brahmin caste in general was integral to his clowning. This was how this stock character was depicted in the Indian
carnival (Holi, etc.) and the vernacular-speaking brahmin clown would have been immediately recognizable to the
same ‘popular classes’ who also watched the classical theater. While serving as (auto-) critique, gluttony,
cowardice, lasciviousness, boasting, and other such negative traits camouflage esoteric notions associated with
transgressive sacrality. Defined as “verbal disputation that reciprocally inverts virtues into vices and shortcomings
into merits,” the vīthyaṅga called mṛdavam points more generally to stereotyped labels such as “great brahmin”
(mahābrāhmaṇa) and “would-be brahmin” (brahma-bandhu) being derisive cover for supreme valorization. This is
the primary reason why the dramaturges have accorded the clown his privileged place beside the king.
69
“Another attempt to explain the name has been made on the assumption that the Vidūṣaka ‘represents
a caricature of the learned Purohita who was the sole adviser of the king in almost all home-affairs’, and by taking
‘the Prakritic basis of his name’ as a good proof for his being a popular creation. The name is thus explained: ‘The
name Vidūṣakaḥ is just a hyper-Sanskritic back-formation of Prakrit viuso or viusao (with k-suffix) which is to be
connected with vidvas.’
It is very difficult to accept that the Vidūṣaka is a caricature of the Purohita. The Vidūṣaka may hold the
Brahmin caste to ridicule; but there are many other persons, like the king himself, the king's officers, the
courtesans and maids whom he makes targets for his fun, and who do not belong to the Brahmin caste. If the
Vidūṣaka, therefore, caricatured his own class, it is in a general way that he did so. There is no particular type of
Brahmin that is the basis of the Vidūṣaka's fun. And if at all it occasionally were, it is the Śrotriya rather than the
Purohita who could have been a fitter subject for comic exposure. The boast about learning, the daily routine of
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imagination is licensed to depict characters and situations that are impossible in this world. More than
just a ‘caricature’ the vidūṣaka exteriorizes—through his own separate ‘personhood’—the hidden ritual
truth of the purohita as embodying the transgressive dīkṣita aspect of the hero (nāyaka) as (royal)
sacrificer (yajamāna). The primary reason such violations of the ‘principle of realism’ (lokadharmī) did
not provoke his traditional—as opposed to modern—audiences to recoil in disbelief is that prolonged
repetitive exposure to these often canonized conventions succeeded in establishing an enduring
theatrical reality that has marked its imprint even on other prescriptive disciplines (śāstra) and on the
outside world.70 Just as nāṭyadharmī can exploit dramatic license to reveal not-so-readily-perceived
truths about the real world, so too can it (re-) structure the shared imaginary world of the playwrights to
vehicle the (transgressive) sacred into the least expected domains of Hindu life.

Dīkṣā: The Little Clay Cart as Womb of the Brahmanical sacrifice (yajña)
The adult ‘initiate’ (dīkṣita) regresses to an embryonic state charged with evil and impurity, a ‘death’
from which he is ‘reborn’ with a renewed lease on life.71 This initiated condition has been dramatically

ablution and recitation of sacred texts, the love of food and cowardice, are characteristics to be associated with a
Śrotriya. The Purohita was no doubt a learned Brahmin; but his capability and wisdom lay in quite another sphere.
The Purohita was not required to win royal favour and presents of Swastivācana by parading his learning. He held
an important post mainly as a Counsellor on military and political matters; and since it is on record that the
Purohita accompanied the king on his campaigns, a trait like cowardice which is generally associated with the
Vidūṣaka is inconceivable in the case of the Purohita. […] the fact that dramatists like Kalidāsa and
Vijayabhaṭṭārikā put both the Purohita and the Vidūṣaka in one and the same play [In Śākuntalā, for instance. The
play Kaumudīmahotsava of Queen Vijayabhaṭṭārikā has the Vidūṣaka and the Purohita present in a single identical
scene in the fifth act], should have been a warning against such an assumption. For, artistically it is not possible
that the original and the caricature could exist side by side on the stage, except if the caricature were of a very
broad type representing the general class.
It appears that the term Purohita came to denote only an ‘officiating or family priest' in later days and lost
its connection with active political affairs. Brahmin priests came to be appointed in royal families; they were called
Purohita; sometimes, it may be presumed, they performed the function of managing the religious affairs of the
king as well as of advising and entertaining the king. It is in this way that we can understand how Rājaśekhara's
Vidūṣaka acts as an officiating 'priest at the wedding of the hero in Viddhaśālabhañjikā, and how Mahodara in
Adbhutadarpaṇa, who is a family-priest, is appointed by Rāvaṇa as a 'minister of love-affairs '. It is a combination
of two roles in one person. One is not a caricature of the other” (Bhat 85-86).
70
A good example is the inclusion of the Vidūṣaka—alongside the ‘rake’ (Viṭa)—among the associates of
the suave sybarite ‘man-about-town’ (nāgarika) in the Kāmasūtra and subsequent pedagogical texts on erotics.
This is not surprising considering that classical Hindu theater was meant to inform Indian sensibility, perceptions,
and collective behavior, assuming the reality of cultural object more permanent and extensive than historical facts.
Conforming to the world outside art (realism) is only the ground-level meaning of (literary) ‘vraisemblance’ which
extends to shared cultural knowledge, genre conventions, self-referentiality and intertextuality (Jonathan Culler).
71
Deciphering the Mṛcchakaṭikā requires an entire book. Scholars are referred instead to my online
scene-by-scene summary analysis with links to additional resources for more details and text references:
http://www.svabhinava.org/abhinava/SuntharMrcchakatika/index.php. In this paper, only the overall
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split off into the inseparable companion, the ‘great brahmin’ (mahābrāhmaṇa) with whom the nāyaka
forms a single biunity that mirrors the coupling of sacrificer-brahmán priest in the Vedic ritual. The Little
Clay Cart begins with loyal Maitreya bringing Cārudatta the ubiquitous jasmine-scented cloak—the
antelope skin worn by the dīkṣita represented the chorion and placenta—gifted by Cūrṇavṛddha and
culminates in reunion with Vasantasenā, amounting to resurrection, at the very moment of execution.72
The (royal) dīkṣita’s renunciation of all possessiveness is translated into the merchant’s anguished
impoverishment that he, reduced to mere upkeep of the body, already likens to a living death (I.10).
What is really sacrificed is his own now emerging animal-demonic self, split off into the real murderer,
his sworn enemy Śakāra,73 who upon the brahmin hero’s release is bound immediately in his stead to
the stake. Because this inward regression to the maternal womb is effectuated through the symbolic
(cesarean) operation of the yajña, the sacrificer is being reborn from the ‘womb of the sacrifice’ and of
the brahmán-priest. And because the Mahābrāhmaṇa’s larger role is to ensure proper execution of the
sacrificial drama, he retains hidden affinities to the villain. Horrified, we tolerate Maitreya’s repeated
comic bungling that inexorably delivers his patron over to his grim fate,74 only because he is the Fool.
The Vedic Soma, the gold that adorns the courtesan’s body, is acquired by regressing to the
maternal womb.75 The title of this ‘mystery play’ thus derives from the otherwise trivial and isolated
incident of Vasantasenā depositing her gold in the toy bullock cart of Cārudatta’s son Rohasena, who
structure of Acts I, II, III and IV have been outlined to reveal the underlying persistent themes of yajña as
(uterine) regression, cosmogony as (reliving) conception, and (internalized) Kaula sexual union.
72
That ‘Old Flaky’ (cūrṇa-vṛddha)—evoking a bodily residence the plastered walls of which are
crumbling—is the ‘aging sacrificer’ about to undergo the dīkṣā is intimated by the stage-manager already in the
prologue, when he vengefully vows to see the former’s body quartered on king Pālaka’s order “like a new bride
with scented braided hair” (see note 52 above). On their friend Cūrṇavṛddha’s advice, the Sūtradhāra’s wife had
been fasting to obtain a suitable husband in the next life, raising suspicions of adulterous intent, whereas she was
instead desirous of keeping the same partner, as he then finds out but too late. Just before Cārudatta and
Vasantasenā retire indoors from the rainstorm to consummate their mutual longing (Act V), the former indicates
that the walls of his house are giving way as the result of prolonged weathering. There are such deliberate
references to wall plaster and aging throughout the play.
73
Already in Act I, after his (attempted) rape of the courtesan, rival Śakāra vows unending enmity until
Cārudatta hands over the contested prize, despite their being deeply in love ever since (their original encounter in)
the garden (-womb) of Cupid’s temple. The villain could have known the hero’s secret only if the two were one.
74
Śakāra’s dire threat (see note 73 above) was delivered in the first person, verbatim as instructed, to his
dismissive patron Cārudatta. The villain had insisted on the menace being communicated ‘slyly’ (sakapaṭam).
75
When Vasantasenā deposits her ornaments for safekeeping at Cārudatta’s home at the end of Act I, she
seems to imply her pursuers were intent on robbery, whereas the royal villain only wanted to possess her body
and would have paid handsomely for the privilege (beginning of Act IV) of acceding to the source of the Soma. Viṭa
will later lament, over Vasantasenā’s corpse, the loss of “she who adorned her ornaments” (VIII.38). This equation
of body with ornament is repeated throughout the play by various characters in different situations, which is how
esoteric ideas are over-encoded to ensure the message gets through, even if only at a subliminal level.
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represents his father’s rebirth through the sacrifice (see note 111 below).76 This is the hidden reason
why her steadfast devotee is charged with having slain the ‘maternal’ courtesan for her gold, an
accusation that he never explicitly denies (and that the royal culprit repeatedly confesses to on the
innocent’s behalf). That her gold signifies something far more precious is hinted at through its being
guarded by Cārudatta’s servant during the day and by the great brahmin at night,77 and the recurring
interrogations as to whether it is genuine or counterfeit, doubts resolved out of the hearing of us
spectators.78 The Soma is likewise signified by the pearl necklace, precious heirloom that Cārudatta’s
virtuous wife Dhūtā had earlier sent to the courtesan in replacement for the latter’s stolen gold
ornaments.79 For through the Vedic yajña, the dīkṣita is reborn from the womb of his wife and
indispensable companion, such that the sacrificer is ultimately comprised of the conjugal couple
(dampati) forming a single biunity.80
The Vedic Soma is typically referred to as having been stolen from its mysterious (Gandharva)
guardian and otherwise acquired from a remote place through the intermediary of a base impure

76

The symbolic purpose of this affectionate gesture that opens Act VI—after her night enjoyed in union
with Cārudatta—is to assimilate the two real-life bullock carts that fill the rest of this Act (and their gardendestination) with the (inner) womb. Their mix-up equates their occupants, Vasantasenā and king-to-be Āryaka. As
for the abortive union of the nāyaka and nāyikā, it was already effectuated at the end of Act IV, Scene 1, through
thief Śarvilaka and the courtesan’s maidservant Madanikā riding off in the wedded bliss of Vasantasenā’s carriage.
77
Whereas transparent ‘day’ here refers to the profane surface of the dramatic plot, ‘night’ is when the
obscure meaning surrounding the gold is revealed to the initiated among the spectators. That which is “night” to
other humans, is “day” to the awakened sage (and vice versa), says the Bhagavad Gītā.
78
When Vasantasenā brings back her gold ornaments that Cārudatta believes stolen (Act V), his
bewilderment is dispelled by Maitreya, who declares them to be indeed the same. Instead of the explanation being
loudly stated by their owner, it falls upon the otherwise ignorant clown, curiously enough, to whisper into her
maid’s ear, who merely confirms his supposition. When Cārudatta openly protests “are we outsiders?” his friend
now whispers back into his ear. While we—who have watched the thief return his coveted prize to the courtesan
in Scene 1 of the previous Act IV—presume to know the truth already, the playwright is alerting the initiated to
recognize the ancient secret of the theft of the Soma. In Act IX, Vasantasenā’s mother purposely quibbles over the
genuineness of same, now incriminating, ornaments for which Cārudatta would have killed his beloved.
79
Though acknowledged as obviously inferior to the gold deposit, Maitreya feels slighted when the
“mercenary” courtesan enquires as to the (cost-) value of the heirloom, as priceless as its owner, his master’s
devoted wife. The two ornaments are equivalent in so far as they signify the Soma, which is also why the Vidūṣaka
had disparaged the deposit, stolen “before it could be eaten or drunk.”
80
Whereas the Vedic sacrificer’s dutiful wife played an indispensable but mostly passive role in the ritual
drama, the female partner (dūtī) of the Kula-Yāga assumes an active sexual role in liberating the tantric adept
(Chalier-Visuvalingam, Union and Unity). Though this opposition is reflected in the studied contrast between
Cārudatta’s virtuous wife Dhūtā and his passionate courtesan-lover Vasantasenā, the underlying complementary
paradigms are derived, with a shift of emphasis, from the same set of principles, which allows them to be
symbolically equated.
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character, who is robbed. The dīkṣita’s role is assumed in Act III by the burglar Śarvilaka,81 who laments
his fate, for his father, a pious brahmin sacrificer, had never stolen his entire life. He explicitly compares
the sticky darkness of the moonless night that shrouds his misdeeds to blind affection that overpowers a
mother clinging to her offspring.82 His own creeping through nooks and crannies resembles that of a
serpent sloughing off its old withered skin. The choice of location where he decides to breach the wall of
Cārudatta’s dilapidated house are suggestive, in its details, of that part of the anatomy associated with
the excretory functions.83 The hole he opts to bore is deliberately shaped as a ‘vase of plenty’ (pūrṇakumbha), clearly equating his forced entry to a uterine regression.84 While slithering through, he is
bitten by a snake, writhes as if in the throes of death,85 using his sacred thread as a ligature to stanch
the poison and applying an antidote in the nick of time.86 When finding nothing inside, the intruder

81

Before and during his perilous undertaking, he bows to a line of preceptors starting with Kumāra
Kārttikeya and ending with Yogācārya. War-god Kārttikeya is patron deity of thieves for, paired with elder brother
Gaṇeśa as brahmán-priest, he too represents the dīkṣita, just as Indra is coupled with Brahmā. Like the ‘evil brat’
(duṣṭa-baṭuka) of a Vidūṣaka, Kārttikeya too enjoys perpetual youth (Kumāra). That a treatise on this “black art” is
attributed to a ‘professor of yoga’ (yogācārya), confirms that this burglary is directed at treasure hidden within.
82
Though investiture (upanayana) of a student with the sacred thread also amounted to a normal
psychological weaning from his mother, the embryonic regression of the Vedic dīkṣita aimed at a far more radical
inner autonomy expressed through (symbolic) matricide. Śakāra ‘heroically’ strangling Vasantasenā while
repeatedly addressing her as “mother” (Act VIII) is prefigured in Maitreya’s death-wish against the courtesan’s
mother (Act IV Scene 2), and by Śarvilaka striking out at maid Radanikā before exiting after his successful burglary.
In hot pursuit, the villain had from the beginning threatened to slay his “beloved” by slicing her head in half (I.29).
83
Though there are mentions of corroding saline extrusions outside at the sight of the sun here and of the
threshold of Vasantasenā’s mansion being splashed with water then spread with cow-dung (Act IV Scene 2), the
ultimate reference is to the amniotic fluid. Once inside, Śarvilaka searches for, finds, and sprinkles water around
the sleeping couple, which is why Maitreya, handing over the gold, remarks that his hand is cold (see note 85
below). The lovers unite in a torrential storm that dissolves their world into liquid undifferentiation (pralaya).
84
Among the derogatory terms for ‘harlot’ is ‘kumbhā’ (she-pot), which implies that the thief is raiding the
courtesan’s womb. Instead of bemoaning this theft of Vasantasenā’s deposit the next morning, Cārudatta is filled
with wonder at the hidden craftsmanship behind this pot-hole, no doubt the sly dramatist celebrating his own
ingenuity. The pot (bhṛṅgāra) held by the Varuṇa-Vidūṣaka during the cosmogonic pūrvaraṅga sequence likewise
represents the ‘underworldly’ chaos of the amniotic fluid. Varuṇa ruled over subterranean waters in Hinduism.
85
Other such details—darkness, cold, etc.—further emphasize that access to the Soma presupposes
initiatic death. Śarvilaka always carries with him a moth to extinguish flames: before snatching the gold from
Maitreya’s outstretched hand, he releases the insect that circles and snuffs out the flame in an act of self-sacrifice.
When Maitreya remarks that his (wetted) hand is cold (see note 83 above), the thief warms it up by rubbing inside
his armpit (kakṣa). With kakṣa having a wide range of referents, most of which share the property of being “the
most concealed part of a whole,” in this case of the human body, the ‘armpit’ would be a metonym for the (inner)
womb. When the great brahmin strikes out at the villain in the courtroom (Act IX), the same jewels that were to
have transformed the little clay cart into gold and that he was taking back to Vasantasenā, fall out of his armpit to
incriminate Cārudatta.
86
Unlike the other lowly characters, this fallen son of a Vedic sacrificer speaks only in Sanskrit. The
initiatic death and impurity of the embryonic regression are thereby equated through profanation of the sacred
thread, which is indulged in or suffered by the great brahmin, even in this play (Act V at the hands of Cārudatta).
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decides to slink away empty-handed, sleep-talking Maitreya reaches out with the hidden casket as if he
were handing it back to Cārudatta for safekeeping.87 When the remorseful thief hesitates to rob a fellow
brahmin of his gold, a capital crime per the lawbooks, the ‘great brahmin’ threatens to curse the burglar
for refusing.88 The next morning, the Vidūṣaka brazenly repudiates culpability by denying that there was
ever any thief or theft, thereby ‘bearing witness’ to the whole episode being an internalized regression
enacted by a ‘solitary hero’ (ekavīra)89 intent on self-rejuvenation. For Cārudatta had likened sleep,
creeping down invisible and elusive from his brow to pervade his bodily frame, to the relentless aging
(jarā) that overpowers man’s vitality (III.8). Not only has Śarvilaka stolen a deposit symbolically equated
to the courtesan’s desirable body, he returns it the next morning to Vasantasenā, as if sent by Cārudatta
himself fearful of possible theft (Act IV).90 Recognizing full well that this ‘ransom’ is her own gold stolen
to marry her confidante Madanikā, a stand-in for the ‘maddening’ (madanikā) courtesan herself,
Vasantasenā generously frees the maidservant—claiming this was the intention of the sender, her own
lover Cārudatta—and even sees off the wedded couple in her own carriage.91

87

Cārudatta is the sacrificer receiving the Soma, with thief Śarvilaka transgressively acting out the
embryonic regression through which it is inwardly acquired. Maitreya insists, even after the burglary and loss is
discovered, that he had handed over the casket back to his patron. Though the ever truthful Cārudatta declines the
Vidūṣaka’s desperate proposal to simply repudiate Vasantasenā’s deposit, he later sends his wife’s necklace as
recompense claiming to have “lost the deposit in gambling, believing it to be his own,” such that Vasantasenā
thereafter keeps mocking him as “the gambler.” Maitreya’s claim likewise identifies his patron with the thief.
88
Just before dozing off beside his merchant patron with the entrusted casket, the Vidūṣaka complained if
there were no thief in Ujjain to relieve him of this unnecessary burden. When Vasantasenā handed over the casket
to Maitreya for safekeeping at the end of Act I, the great brahmin took it to be his (obligatory ritual) ‘gift’ (dakṣiṇā).
As Cārudatta rebuked the Fool, the latter interjected his forbidden wish: Cārudatta: “Fie you fool, it is only a
deposit!” / Vidūṣaka: (Aside) “If so, then may thieves steal…” / Cārudatta: “In a very short time…” / Vidūṣaka: “this
deposit entrusted by her to us…”/ Cārudatta: “I will return it.” This exchange ‘forecasts’ (patākāsthāna) the theft in
Act III, while the interweaving of their utterances reveals the apparent cross-purpose within the ‘crooked will’ of
the sole dīkṣita before its sacrificial logic becomes dramatized in action (Act III).
89
Ekavīra is a technical term for a ‘solitary adept’ who attempts to achieve the same inner transformation
as other tantric practitioners, who resort to (union with) an external woman. The internalization of the process is
corroborated by Śarvilaka’s insistence on plying his trade only in places where encounter with a woman is unlikely.
90
The exchanges between Śarvilaka, Madanikā, and Vasantasenā in this first scene of Act IV is replete with
innuendos that confirm how this secondary parallel courtship is intended as commentary on the primary loveaffair. For example, Madanikā telling her lover to await her mistress inside (the adjacent) Cupid’s temple is a
deliberate reference to Cārudatta and Vasantasenā having ‘originally conceived’ their unbreakable love, unseen, in
the love-god’s womb-house (garbha-gṛha).
91
The ending of this Act IV is symmetrical to its opening, where Vasantasenā is told that mother wants her
to mount a veiled carriage waiting at the side door that the daughter surmises might be from Cārudatta. Livid upon
learning that it is awaiting with a thousand gold pieces from her royal suitor, the courtesan has her greedy mother
informed not to repeat such solicitations if she wanted her daughter to remain alive. This prefigures Vasantasenā’s
mistakenly taking the same carriage (Act VI) to her untimely tryst with death at Śakāra’s hands (Act VIII). See note
76 above on the symbolic identity of the multiple ox-carts.
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The sacrificial regression of the Brāhmaṇa period that ended around 500 BCE was subsequently
transposed onto the temple worship of the Āgama period. The theatrical preliminaries (pūrvaraṅga) of
the Nāṭyaśāstra (NŚ) record an intermediate stage, where Brahmā and Indra were worshipped instead
through the rites of pūjā.92 The first three NŚ ‘junctures’ (sandhi) of a play’s dynamic architecture—
mukha, pratimukha, garbha—are also the terms for the entrance, antechamber and womb of the frozen
Hindu temple. The towering height of the entrance-gate93 into Vasantasenā’s mansion leads through
seven concentric courtyards to its sanctum, where the courtesan awaits Maitreya (Act IV).94 He
compares the gatekeeper to a “learned Vedic brahmin (śrotriya) taking his easeful afternoon nap.” In
the seventh quadrangle, amidst all the cooing ‘love-birds’ (pigeons) kissing each other, the “caged parrot
reciting a Vedic hymn, as if it were a brahmin having feasted on curds and rice” is an obvious selfreference. Into this charged imagery is introduced the bloated belly of her mother,95 seated on a thronelike elevated chair and compared to an oversized Śiva-idol that must have been installed before its
enclosure was built. 96 The palatial brothel is thus assimilated to the microcosm of the Hindu temple that
92

For the clear distinction and even outright opposition between Vedic yajña and Agamic pūjā, see
Natalia Lidova, "The changes in Indian Ritualism: Yajña versus Pūjā," Archeology and Text: The Temple in South
Asia (OUP 2009), pp. 205-231. The treatment of Hindu worship—as encapsulated by the terms pūjā, bali, vrata,
etc.—in the Mṛcchakaṭikā shows that the archaic Vedic conceptions and values, far from having been rendered
obsolete, have been stripped of their external forms to reveal their rootedness and relevance to everyday
contemporary life. This is especially true of the universally valid scapegoat mechanism of the archaic sacrifice,
outlined, explored and applied in S. Visuvalingam, “Violence and the Other in Hinduism and Islam” (2014).
93
Embryonic regression as prelude to ascending the axis mundi (represented by the yūpa in the Vedic
yajña) has been translated topographically onto the mountain-cave, exemplified by pilgrims to Vaiṣṇo Devī (at
Katra, Jammu) traversing the narrow passage of the Bhairava-grotto halfway up to the ‘three-peaked’ (Trikūṭa)
summit. Such peaks (vimāna) soar over the ‘womb-house’ (garbha-gṛha) and entrances (gopura) of the Hindu
temple, aligned on the same axis as the ‘flag-staff’ (dhvaja-stambha), which is (also called) the ‘stone slab for
sacrificial offerings’ (bali-pīṭha) located outside.
94
The intended parallelism of this second scene to the first is immediately disclosed by the arrival of both
thief and counselor being announced to Vasantasenā in the same words: “a brahmin has arrived from Cārudatta!”
Just as Śarvilaka ‘purchases’ her maid with her own gold, Maitreya effectuates the courtesan’s union with his
patron by (unnecessarily) redeeming the same (no longer) ‘stolen’ deposit with wife Dhūtā’s jeweled necklace.
95
The mother’s indisposed condition due to “suffering from quartan fever” assimilates this innermost
quadrangle to the pregnant womb. Vasantasenā’s gaudily attired brother, clad in a silken cloak, was just described
tottering about haltingly, as if he were a toddler. Other (especially crimson-hued) details of what Maitreya sees in
the innermost sanctum confirm that Vasantasenā is menstruating, as is clearly the case in Acts I and II. Just before
Maitreya faces her, he notes the oblong well that, with its profusion of red lilies and lotuses, resembles the ruddy
twilight giving birth to the sun, recalling the beautiful goddess Dawn (Uṣas) of the Ṛgveda.
96
The mother’s assimilation to the male god Śiva complements Saṁvāhaka assuming the stance of the
goddess in the derelict temple in Act II. Regression culminates in androgynous fusion with the maternal womb: the
term bhrūṇa means both a “learned brahmin versed in the secrets of Veda” and “an embryo before its sex can be
determined.” The Vidūṣaka jokingly wishes she were dead as she would be enough to feed a thousand jackals. This
is precisely what would have happened to Vasantasenā’s corpse, as reported to the courthouse (Act IX), where her
mother curiously assumes the affective role of her courtesan-daughter (see note 30 above).
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is likewise equated to the totality of the “three” worlds. The wondrous glimpses of music, dance,
drama, painting and other artistic pastimes while traversing these quadrangles, reflect the aesthetic
pleasure of such routine performances within the house of worship, adorned with such sculptured
exhibitions of damsels posing to their NŚ enumerations (karaṇa, etc.). The damp scented entrance to
the courtesan’s treasure-laden abode “tortures the desires of the deprived” and “forcibly arrests the eye
of even so indifferent an onlooker” as brahmin Maitreya. 97 The intensely libidinal character of this
return into the ‘womb-house’ (garbha-gṛha) explains why temple-walls could so exuberantly depict
‘ascetic-and-courtesan’ motifs of sexual union (maithuna).98 Its golden door-panels, thickly studded
with diamonds, are however as difficult to pierce as the chest of a great demon, suggesting that
entrance is only at the fatal cost of (self-) sacrifice.99 Act IV ends with Maitreya handing over Dhūtā’s
jeweled necklace to Vasantasenā as compensation for her stolen deposit, which provides the lovelorn
courtesan the pretext to visit Cārudatta the same evening (Act V), uniting with her married lover at his
own home, before maternally bestowing her gold early the following morning (Act VI) to transform ‘son’
Rohasena’s toy clay cart (mṛc-chakaṭikā) into the rejuvenating Soma-laden womb of the sacrifice.
As custodian of the Soma, the great brahmin is the indispensable go-between in effectuating the
androgynous union of the sacrificer and his courtesan-wife. Vasantasenā’s gold deposit is hence handed
over for safekeeping to Maitreya (see note 77 above) from whom it is stolen; its return to her and his
delivery of the wife’s pearl necklace are staged in parallel scenes (Act IV), where the successive arrivals
of thief and clown are both announced as “a brahmin from Cārudatta.” The sacrificial notion of the
yajamāna being reborn from the brahmán-priest has been also translated into that of the disciple
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Just as a huge jasmine garland tosses about her entrance gate, its floor strewn with sweet-smelling
flowers, so too Maitreya now sees many varieties of jasmine blooming all around the sanctum, that have no doubt
rubbed off their ineffaceable scent onto Cārudatta’s (chorion-) cloak.
98
The erotic ascetic represents not just the (tantric) yogi but also the (Vedic) dīkṣita. The underlying
message is of unleashing the libido (eros) from its ego-bound ‘normality’ directed towards procreation. If ‘life’ is
the investment of (otherwise undifferentiated) sexual energy into the development, consolidation and deployment
of the constricted survival-oriented ego-consciousness, the disinvestment that accompanies embryonic regression
is aligned with ‘death’ instead: Cārudatta’s (re-) union with Vasantasenā can only happen at the sacrificial stake.
99
Maitreya is told to “drop dead” by Vasantasenā’s maid, exasperated by his crude insolence towards the
‘pregnant’ mother. The ‘toddler’ in her sanctum (see note 95 above) is compared to a (Campaka) tree flowering in
a cremation ground. Upright Cārudatta is then himself compared to a succoring tree (IV.32), immediately after
Maitreya is struck by an “Aśoka tree that looks, with its crimson foliage, like a brave warrior in the thick of battle,
splashed all over with clotted blood” (IV.31), which is how Cārudatta would have looked approaching the stake.
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gestating in his Guru’s ’womb’ during the initiatic process to be reborn anew.100 Maitreya kept the gold
deposit wrapped up in his underwear (snāna-śāṭikā = ‘bathing trunks’), handing the whole bundle over
to the burglar (III), and laughs aloud while asking back for it when the courtesan arrives to unite with his
friend (V). Seeing the courtesan-mother’s bloated belly, the Vidūṣaka laughingly asked to be also
“blessed with holy quartan fever,” alleged cause of her condition. When Cārudatta, just about to be
executed, longs to see Rohasena’s face for the last time and hand down his sacred thread of the twiceborn, it is the great brahmin who is asked to bring the son to the stake (end of Act IX). The symbolic
equation of mother and brahmin has been consecrated through the institution of the sacred cow:
Maitreya menacingly adjures the reluctant thief to take the gold at the “behest of cows and brahmins”
(go-brāhmaṇa-kāmyayā); Śakāra jubilantly assimilates his ‘matricide’ (of Vasantasenā) and consequent
‘brahmanicide’ (of Cārudatta, Act X) to the “horrible slaughter of a cow in a holy city” (VIII.44). More
than just a late transposition of otherwise obsolete Vedic yajña, The Little Clay Cart is a disguised
hermeneutic of its deeper meaning, woven into a dramatized ‘imitation of profane life’ (lokānukāra).

Born of the Yoginī: Vedic cosmogony, Kaula sexual union, ‘Original’ sacrifice
The central event celebrated in Rigvedic cosmogony was Indra, king of the gods, striking serpent
Vṛtra coiled upon the mountain, piercing the latter with his thunderbolt (vajra) to release the waters of
life and liberate the sun. For FBJ Kuiper, Indra’s impetuous deed is the mythological equivalent of the
‘traumatizing’ moment of conception, registered in the fertilized ovum’s memory of the spermatozoon
appearing from nowhere to forcibly penetrate through its resistance.101 The embryonic regression
induced by the brahmanical yajña could and should culminate in the dīkṣita reliving his moment of
conception within the maternal womb. Because of the phased layering of this initiatic regression, the
ritual contexts within which it is induced, the doctrinal shifts in emphasis that have accompanied Indic
cultural evolution, and the taboos surrounding its actualization, the symbolic-complexes through which

100

The Sanskrit word jaṭhara means ‘womb’, ‘stomach’, ‘belly’, and its derivative jāṭhara could mean
‘womb-offspring’, ‘digestive faculty’, ‘hunger’. So, the gestation of the disciple or sacrificer is at the same time a
digestion (or cooking to maturity), which is also signified by Gaṇeśa’s big belly.
101
See FBJ Kuiper’s “Cosmogony and Conception” in Ancient Indian Cosmogony (Delhi: Vikas Publishing
House, 1983). Just as Bhairava emerges in Puranic mythology to immediately cut off the head of his ‘father’
Brahmā, Indra appears out of nowhere in the Ṛgveda only to perform his cosmogonic feat. Prenatal psychiatrists
generally hold that, while (oneiric) ‘memories’ can be traced back to the pre-fertilization state of the ovum
permeated by the mother’s psyche, there is no corresponding psychic record of the spermatozoon before its
penetration and fusion with its maternal host.
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this fundamentally ‘irrational’ experience is expressed call for adequate techniques of decipherment
(with rhetorical devices such as displacement, condensation, metonymy, etc.).
Ancient methods of Hindu self-realization (or Buddhist self-transcendence), on the other hand, have
received rational elaboration in yoga, aesthetics, tantra, and related disciplines, through clearly defined
philosophical and cognitive concepts. The isolation of consciousness from sense-objects (yoga), its
refinement through altered modes of representation (aesthetics), and its expansion beyond the limited
boundaries of the individuated self (tantra), constituted an apparently independent intellectual stream
that did not depend on the Vedic symbolic complex, even when it resorted to innate bodily functions
and external ritual props. Abhinavagupta’s attainment of Absolute Consciousness through the Kula-Yāga
has been communicated instead as a metaphysical realization of blissful transcendental unity while
engaged in the outer duality of sexual union. He not only resorts to specifically tantric categories and
constructs, but insists on the (counter-) authority of the (Bhairava-) Āgama that the adept systematically
transgress socio-religious taboos deriving from the (exoteric) authority of Vedic tradition.
The Mṛcchakaṭikā, however, juxtaposes Kaula transgression (Act I) and Vedic cosmogony (Act
II), overlaying the two complexes to reveal complementary facets of an ultimately indivisible
reality. Act II begins with a servant conveying a message from Vasantasenā’s mother for the courtesan
to take her bath and perform the pūjā. Indisposed, the latter requests that this “worship” be performed
by the “brahmin” (-priest) instead. When maid and confidante Madanikā then teases as to what kind of
man she is so desirous of servicing, the lovesick heroine blatantly confesses that she does not want to
“serve” (sevitum) but to (sexually) “enjoy” (rantum). The intervening main episode of the gamblermonk- masseur (samvāhaka) combines motifs of embryonic regression (dice-game as return to chaos),
dīkṣā as inner death, and of hedonistic pleasure. Pursued by his creditors, Samvāhaka treads backwards
to take the place and posture of the god (-dess) in an abandoned temple,102 before finding refuge in
Vasantasenā. Redeemed by the latter’s ransom, Cārudatta’s former masseur offers to ply the same skills
at the courtesan’s service, only to be tactfully declined. It is then that he assumes the monastic vow,
even as she cautions the “gentleman” (Ārya) against such a “rash” (sāhasa = ‘impetuous deed’) decision.
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If walking is ‘progression’ (pragati), then doing so backwards is ‘regression’ (nirgati) to the ‘womb’
(-house), which is the technical term (garbha-gṛha) for sanctum of the temple, where the chief deity is installed.
The incertitude as to whether this ‘refugee’ has become a ‘god’ or a ‘goddess’ (devī-bhūtvā) points to the embryo’s
androgyny at its earliest stage. Saṁvāhaka’s creditors break his ‘nose’ such that he leaves a trail of dripping blood
all the way to his redeemer Vasantasenā’s side door. Androgynization of the dīkṣita is a recurring motif in the play.
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But before he can wander unattached, the ochre-robed (Buddhist) mendicant (representing the ascetic
pole of the dīkṣā), is immediately reborn through a dramatic transposition of Indra’s cosmogonic feat.
The renouncer sets out on the ‘royal road’ (rāja-mārga) only to be sprayed (abhiṣeka) by
Vasantasenā’s pet-elephant that had broken its chains to rampage across the city. The onlookers
exclaim that the monk is “being killed” as he is seized by the enraged beast. Making his sudden and sole
debut, gaudily attired Karṇapūraka (‘ear’ =womb ‘filler’), the courtesan’s flamboyant favorite nourished
by her rice-balls, strikes vehemently at this live “mountain peak” with an iron bar to rescue the “dead”
man held between its tusks.103 Like a boat unevenly loaded with freight, all of Ujjain crowded over on
one side to cheer this (birth of the) hero.104 After touching various parts of his own body, a generous
passer-by throws his cloak appreciatively over this jubilant (infantilized) hero. The libidinal context of
this exploit is underlined not only by girdles, anklets, bracelets and other ornaments being ripped away
on its path, but also by Vasantasenā’s inability to distinguish Cārudatta’s cloak by its jasmine scent, for it
is drenched with the ‘ichor’ of the lust-maddened elephant. She wraps it lovingly around herself. Not
only is her true officiant Cārudatta, merchant-by-profession, indeed a brahmin by birth (which his standin Saṁvāhaka is not), the Vedic dīkṣā transforms the sacrificer into a (temporary) brahmin. That
Vasantasenā is menstruating underlines the transgressive essence of the ‘sexual worship’ that triggers
the ‘cosmogonic’ experience, for this state of extreme impurity is subject to severe socio-religious
taboos (see note 95 above).
In Act I, as Vasantasenā flees royal villain Śakāra, crimson petals drip from her braided hair, like a
tell-tale trail of arsenic being chiseled out from a cave. This relentless pursuit with intent to rape is
happening outdoors as Cārudatta remains indoors steeped in meditation, upon conclusion of which
Maitreya had been instructed to hand over Cūrṇavṛddha’s cloak. Just as desperate Vasantasenā reaches
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Karṇapūraka runs zig-zag (vāma-caraṇena) and wipes the gambling scoreboard clean as he strikes the
elephant, a Sanskrit term (nāga) for which also means ‘snake’ (as in Ahi-Vṛtra) because of its serpentine trunk.
Vāma-caraṇena here could also mean in a ‘left-’ (vāma) handed (transgressive) ‘manner’ (cāra). Vedic man was
born as a bundle of debt (ṛṇa) to parents (ancestors), etc., that is ‘gambled away’ in the course of one’s life and is
apparently being redeemed by this ‘cosmogonic’ reenactment of the moment of conception.
104
In the ‘womb’ of Vasantasenā’s mansion, Maitreya, just after commenting on the “bloated belly” of her
mother, compares the courtesan’s voluptuous body to a loaded boat (Act IV). The approaching Vasantasenā in Act
X likens the city crowding around Cārudatta’s execution stake to “the earth bearing an uneven load.” This image of
pregnancy points to the (initiatic) death being a rebirth (and even to the king being reborn through his people).
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their side-door in the pitch darkness,105 maid Radanikā emerges to accompany the ‘great brahmin’ to
make the ‘offering’ (bali) to the mother-goddesses (mātṛ) that would complete his pūjā.106 When the
sudden gust extinguishes his torch, Maitreya returns to the inner courtyard to relight the flame from the
household hearth, and compares its flickering to the palpitating heart of the goat being led to be bound
at the sacrificial stake.107 In the quid-pro-quo that follows, Śakāra seizes the maid violently by the hair
taking her for the courtesan, who has slipped inside to be mistaken for Radanikā.108 After a curiously
ambiguous exchange with the indignant maid as to who is violating whose honor, the ‘great brahmin’
angrily raises his phallic wooden stick, which is “as crooked (kuṭila) as our lot in life,” to strike and
splinter the head of the offender. Abandoned by his companions in vice when thus confronted, Śakāra
insults the Vidūṣaka as a “crow-foot-pated (kāka-pada-śīrṣa-mastaka) evil brat (dūṣṭa-baṭuka).”109 The
royal villain eventually slinks away alone, “withdrawing from its scabbard his sword that, now
unsheathed, resembles a red radish.”
When Cārudatta flings his cloak over ‘the maid’ at the threshold (for her) to cover and bring in his
infant Rohasena from the outside chill, Vasantasenā instead lovingly wraps it around herself, noting
from its jasmine scent that this brahmin is not disinterested in sensual gratification. The fugitive, clad in
red silk, who was compared to the tutelary goddess of the city (Ujjain), is now again declared worthy to
be served (worshipped) by her diffident lover. The bawdiness in the obscurity outside suggests that her
105
Blinded by lust in this near-zero visibility, Śakāra mistakenly seizes Viṭa then Ceṭa for the courtesan.
Comparison with the description of night in Act III as a doting mother in whose embrace the burglar steals
Vasantasenā’s gold, confirms that the deathly obscurity of the womb is being contrasted to the flame of life within.
106
The NŚ consecration of the stage includes the king, as sponsor, appearing onstage with actresses
impersonating seven goddesses, who are venerated with lighted lamps and other offerings. During the New Year
festivals across the Katmandu Valley, including the Indra Yātrā, masked fraternities perform aṣṭamātrkā and
navadurgā dances that include the tantric deity Bhairava alongside Bhadra Kālī, Indrāṇī, and other goddesses.
107
Śakāra in hot pursuit, his “wretched heart burning with passion like a chunk of raw flesh fallen upon
blazing embers,” had called out praising his ‘goddess’ as a “fish eater, …, destroyer of families,” etc. Vedic
brahmins who perform the daily Agnihotra ritual know that the fire they kindle is their very consciousness, the
same that will finally consume their body upon the cremation pyre. Cārudatta is again assimilated to the sacrificial
goat in Act X while being led to his execution, which is transformed instead to (re-) union with his beloved.
108
Several fearsome ‘mothers’ bare their fangs. Though Radanikā swears by her “tight lipped” (radana =
‘tooth’) name not to disclose this “disheartening” brawl to Cārudatta, she hints at the dual nature of the goddess.
109
The ‘crow-foot pate’ refers to the Vidūṣaka’s abnormal skull shaped like an inverted V, which is
temporarily that of the newborn, whose head is squeezed in while exiting through the mother’s pelvis. A little
later, while ordering Maitreya to communicate his dire menace word-for-word to Cārudatta, the jealous villain
threatens otherwise to crush the clown’s head like a round wood-apple pressed between the jambs of a door. In
the light of other notations at this juncture, the sacrificer is clearly being reborn through this transgressive
‘goddess worship’ enabled by the courtesan. Though the Vidūṣaka is called dūṣṭa-baṭuka in several plays by
different authors, the context here clarifies both the stereotyped term’s meaning and what is happening (inwardly)
behind the scene: the infantile (baṭuka) and embryonic regression is necessarily charged with evil.
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(ritual) violation constituted the (left-handed tantric) pūjā,110 with her devotee Cārudatta, who is
“burning with the fiery tapas of poverty,” as the unmentionable offering (bali). The sacrificer’s reversion
to the embryonic state has been split off for the dramatic narrative as his ‘ruddy’ (roha) ‘solar’ son, the
fire within (see note 95 above).111 Superposing this Kaula sexual union (Act I) centered around the
feminine principle and the culminating cosmogonic deed (of Act II) celebrating its male (victim-) hero,
renders a composite picture of a unitary experience with complementary Tantric and Vedic dimensions.
Embryonic regression can be induced through not only Vedic sacrifice and Kaula union but also
through interiorized musical discipline (nāda-yoga), which allows the three scenarios to be symbolically
conflated in ritual drama. The Sāma Vedic chants were divided into two categories: those that could be
sung before a village public and those only for oneself alone in the forest. Maitreya’s laughably
‘philistine’ comments on Rebhila’s concert (and on Vasantasenā’s intonation of Sanskrit) point to the
attainment of inner androgyny; for Cārudatta immediately credits its exquisite beauty to “the concealed
woman singing from within him” (III.4). 112 He falls asleep to its continuing inner reverberations (III.5),
and the thief, breaking in through the pot-hole, finds himself in the home of a music maestro.
Vasantasenā’s drenched arrival in “The Stormy Day” (Act V) for sexual union is announced by
her page ‘Potty’ (Kumbhīlaka): “Listen, you humans (mānavāḥ)! The more it rains in sheets, the wetter
my skin gets; the more the cold wind beats, the more my heart quakes" (V.10). Then laughing loudly:
"When I sing like a donkey, 113 playing the seven-holed flute and seven-stringed lute, who can compare
with me? Not even the Gandharva Tumburu (the horse-headed patron of Hindu music) nor Nārada (the
110

When Cārudatta discovers her real identity, he regrets “defiling” Vasantasenā with his cloak that she
instead welcomes, in her aside, as being “consecrated.” The Viṭa described the ‘courtesan’ (i.e., Radanikā), seized
by her adorable hair, as seeking in her youthful pride a kula-putra, which means both ‘a high-born son of a noble
family’ and an ‘initiate into radical Kaula practice,’ which includes left-handed sexual orgies (melāpa). Similarly, in
Act III, the burglar shrouded by night, who is stealing Vasantasenā’s jewel-casket from Cārudatta’s house,
describes himself as eka-vīra, both ‘solitary hero’ and adept who does not resort to an external woman.
111
Unlike the (re-) lighting of the torch, there is no mention of Rohasena before this, let alone of the
infant having been taken out into the pitch darkness. Similarly, there is no mention of Vasantasenā handing back
the cloak though she must have done so by the end of Act I, for Cārudatta to throw it again over Karṇapūraka at
the end of Act II. Whether deliberate or through oversight, such omissions, coupled with the mention of other
‘irrelevant’ and enigmatic details, is the dramatist’s way of alerting us to peek beneath the surface. The placenta
belongs as much to the pregnant mother as to the embryo, which is why she is repeatedly covered with the cloak.
112
Maitreya compares both to a heifer with rope newly run through the septum of her nose (probably
alluding the equalization of male and female breaths). Compare note 96 above.
113
For all its hideous cacophony, the donkey’s bray embraces a wide range of complete octaves, whose
musicality becomes apparent only to those of perceptive hearing attuned to the sounds of the animal world. The
loud laughter and asinine bragging about his musical prowess make Kumbhīlaka the mirror image of the Vidūṣaka
whom he immediately puts through a riddle test.
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quarrel-mongering trickster-musician of the gods)!" (V.10-11). Just after the lovers impulsively embrace,
Cārudatta passionately orchestrates, in the final verse (52) of this Act, the varied torrential sounds into a
concert illumined by Indra’s (rain-) bow. The evening storm plunges our brightly differentiated sensory
world, with its duality of day and night, into universal sleep immersed in a single mass of amniotic
obscurity, mere potentiality (V.24). “And, molten in the cruel heat of Indra's bolt, it seems as if the sky
fell at our feet in liquid, flowing streams” (V. 25).114 Kumbhīlaka—an androgynous fusion of the couplein-union, just as the embryo is one with the womb—is the mirror image of his interlocutor, the
Vidūṣaka.
The Tantrāloka description of the Kaula ‘sacrifice’ (yāga) transforms orgasmic union into (the
catalyst for) blissful metaphysical realization of Absolute Consciousness as (Bhairava-) Anuttara. “The
indistinct cry (śītkāra) arising spontaneously in the heart of the beloved to emerge from her lips at the
climax of the union, is itself the privileged vehicle of ultimate appeasement for the adept who hears it,
just as the agitation subsides […] Through it he realizes the omni-penetration of the mantra—composed
of light, sound and touch—the supreme eight-fold Bhairava in the form of sound (nāda).115 The
commentator adds that this Bhairavian 'octave' is designated by the neuter gender because it arises
from the state of complete homogeneity (sāmarasya) between Śiva and Śakti. Through the kulayāga, the essence of all the spiritual techniques […] has been distilled into the single experience of
sexual orgasm proper to an androgynous twin [yāmala]” (Chalier-Visuvalingam, Union and Unity). Its
dramatization and juxtaposition above suggests that this is achieved through an embryonic regression
that ideally culminates in reliving the moment of one’s own conception. Just as the brahmin Cārudatta is
reborn from courtesan Vasantasenā, Abhinavagupta is said to have been ‘born of the female (tantric)
adept’ (yoginī-bhū), as if he had conceived and given birth to himself from his mother’s womb.116
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Such poetic images of heavenly fluids pouring down to mingle indistinguishably with earth below are
oblique references to Vedic descriptions of the Soma juice. Already at the close of Act I, Cārudatta accompanying
Vasantasenā back to her home assimilates the rising moon (soma) to the fair cheek of a passionate lady (I.57).
Instead of developing his verse into amorous praise of her beauty, the sacrificer-in-disguise compares the white
beams of this “lamp alighting the royal road” to streams of milk vivifying the desiccated mud (of his aging body).
Though aestheticized in the ‘secularized’ NŚ setting, (Soma-) rasa never lost its sacred connotations that explain its
apotheosis in Abhinava’s vision of theater (N. R. Lidova, Rasa). This is borne out by his treatment of bodily rasa in
his commentaries on esoteric texts such as Parātriṁśikā-Vivaraṇa and Vijñāna-Bhairava Tantra. Unbroken
generations of connoisseurs have remained tantalized by the Soma condensed into the clown’s modaka.
115
While Bhairava is held by Hindustani classical music to be the ‘primordial’ (ādi-) rāga, his consort
Bhairavī, which uses all twelve notes, is typically the final rāga to conclude a concert.
116
Scholars have understood Abhinava being a yoginībhū to his having been born of the Kaula union of his
parents, even more so because of the puns referring to his mother and father by name in the standard invocatory
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Though this radical theoretician and practitioner of the Kula-Yāga insists on the systematic violation of
brahmanical interdictions through exploiting extreme impurity, he claims that the (Vedic) sages likewise
attained through this ‘original sacrifice’ (ādi-yāga) their highest realizations117 that were “hidden
carefully” (pra-gopitam) to preserve the (exoteric order of their) world (loka-saṁrakṣaṇārtham). 118

verse to (all except three of) his works that identifies his (innate) enlightenment with his conception (Sanderson).
Not discounting the probable effect of the spiritual state of the parental union in engendering a yoginībhū, its
primary reference is the reliving of one’s own conception through the female partner (Vasantasenā as yoginī).
Compare my own dedication and thanksgiving (see note 1 above): “To the memory of my dead mother, in whose
womb was conceived—in whose womb, like Aṣṭāvakra, I conceived—the project of this thesis whose birth she was
ordained not to survive, I offer it as a token of my love and gratitude. I dedicate it as well to my father but for
whose moral and material support, all through the interminable period of the gestation, it would have been at
most stillborn. It is he who has borne the full costs of this recalcitrant obstetrics” (Visuvalingam, Humor i).
117
The esoteric practice implemented in the kula-yāga is prefigured in the Rigvedic mytheme of purohita
Vasiṣṭha’s (and Agastya’s) birth from Mitra-Varuṇa: whereas Mitra ejaculates into the womb of the divine ‘nymph’
(apsaras) Ūrvaśī—as Indra-Cārudatta would have with the courtesan Vasantasenā—Varuṇa, looking on
lasciviously, would have instead shed his seed in a pot (kumbha). The splitting of this Vedic dual-deity in this ritual
context assimilates outer sexual union with inner rebirth.
“The Vedic roots of the kula-yāga are to be found in the birth of the brahmán priests Vasiṣṭha and
Agastya from the common seed of the dual divinity Mitra-Varuṇa which was shed into a pot, so much so that one
of their frequent appellations is 'born from a pot' (kumbha-yoni). In the later mythology, the spirit of Vasiṣṭha
enters into the body shared by Mitra-Varuṇa, and then into the body of the celestial courtesan, Ūrvaśī, as well,
when this dual divinity unites with her on the sea-shore. Later Mitra and Varuṇa split into separate bodies, and
whereas Mitra unites with the consenting nymph, Varuṇa looks on lustfully and simultaneously sheds his seed into
a pot. The seed of Mitra, oozing out from Ūrvaśī’s womb onto the earth, is mixed with Varuṇa's seed already in the
pot, and it is from the common seed in the 'surrogate' womb that Vasiṣṭha and his twin, Agastya, are born. Already
in the obscure Rig-Vedic hymn, both Vasiṣṭha and Agastya are said to emerge from the pot as the sons of MitraVaruṇa (maitrāvaruṇi). This doubling of the womb by the pot makes sense if Mitra corresponds to the 'emergent'
(udita) aspect of the emission, which is common to the male-female couple, and Varuṇa corresponds to the
'quiescent' emission into the inner (pot-) womb (of consciousness) related to the base of the spine. The mixing of
the seed would then express the idea that Agastya and Vasiṣṭha—who duplicate the polarization of the twin
divinity—were born from that union of both emissions which later characterizes the kula-yāga. […] The purohitas
are credited with a significant role in the formulation of the emerging Tantric systems and Kaula lore brings
Vasiṣṭha specifically into relation with orgiastic sexual practices which he is supposed to have "discovered" in
Buddhist Tibet. The Vedic antecedents hence likewise suggest that the eugenics of the yoginībhū is ultimately the
transposition of an inner embryogony of taking the place of the Mother (-Goddess) to give birth to oneself.”
(Chalier-Visuvalingam, Union and Unity 218-219).
118
Whereas Abhinavagupta was celebrated from very early on as the NŚ commentator and aestheticstheorist par excellence and even perhaps as the most brilliant (Pratyabhijñā) philosopher, his prolific tantric
writings have become known to traditional Hindu scholarship only over the last century. For the Bhairava Āgama
themselves, of which he is the most comprehensive exegete, deny their access to those uninitiated formally into
the radical Kaula or affiliated currents. My public synthesis here is possible only because this exoteric order has
already crumbled in ‘secularized’ India and therefore no longer in need of protection through studied silence.
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Kingship, Violence and Sacrifice: Deconstructing the Scapegoat
Rather than rendering obsolete the hypertrophied Vedic sacrifice—officiated only by trained
orthodox brahmins observing a pure disciplined lifestyle and undertaken by Āryan twice-born males—
Bharata’s theater conserved its underlying meaning and function by making it accessible to the whole of
Hindu society, including and especially the ‘servile’ (śūdra) caste. Foundational mythico-ritual themes
had been earlier depicted by hieratic dramatic genres, such as the Samavakāra (exemplified by the
cosmogonic “Churning of the Ocean”), Ḍima (Śiva’s “Burning of the Triple City”) and Vīthī (riddle-play in
Sanskrit as legacy of brahmodya), that were probably performed by (priestly) brahmin actors.119 They
were eclipsed and rendered extinct by the rise of ‘secularized’ literary genres such as the Nāṭaka in the
classical period. With the preponderance of lighthearted entertainment, profane humor and irreverent
satire in genres such as Bhāṇa (Monologue), Prahasana (Farce), and Prakaraṇa (mundane drama), the
enactment of plays had long been delegated to troupes of Śūdras. The NŚ accounts for this sociological
transition with the story of Bharata’s ‘sons’ (the class of professional actors) having been cursed to fall
from their original high caste-status for making fun of the sages and their sacred lore through their
performances.120 Even the Sanskrit-speaking brahmin roles of the ‘promiscuous’ classical theater—with
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N. Lidova (Drama) goes even further to suggest that such priestly onstage impersonation of the gods
would have given rise to the worship of anthropomorphic images in Hindu temples, which were themselves
derived from the consecrated theater building, the prototype of which would have been the cave (guhā) variety.
120
This could also explain why Brahmā and Śiva are curiously juxtaposed in the ‘origin-myth’ (Nāṭyotpatti)
to the exclusion of Viṣṇu (see note 54 above). Violence, impurity, sex and sensual gratification were materially
eliminated through gradual reform of the Vedic sacrifice into its classical form. But not only were these elements
conserved and elaborated by the same ‘marginal’ Śaiva (ascetic) currents that cultivated music, dance, trance,
laughter and transgressive praxis, such infractions were of course rife in the heteroclite profane social life. Viṣṇu
must have forced his way into the theatrical scene only when the bards began to stage episodes of Rāma and
Kṛṣṇa from the epics. Abhinava passes over Viṣṇu’s absence in silence not only because, in my opinion, he could
not broach this tabooed or “unbecoming” (anucita) topic openly (see note 118 above) but also because he rejects
the possible composite nature of NŚ to preserve (eponymous) Bharata Muni’s authority. “In contradistinction to
other commentators whom he quotes, Abhinava does not try to justify the god’s absence with his minimal role in
the creation of Nāṭya. Far from looking for such a trivial argument he states rather highhandedly that it is
unbecoming (anucita) to discuss the absence of a salutation to a god. He refuses to comment upon one of the
most interesting traits of the mythology of the Nāṭyotpatti [chapter]” (Byrski, Theatre 4-5). “By all means the
strongest claim of Śiva to an elevated position in the legend of the Nāṭyotpatti is his presence under the
appellation of Maheśvara in the invocation of [this chapter]. There he finds himself in the most unusual company
of Brahmā. This impressed Dr. Ghosh so much that he wrote: ‘Salutation to Śiva along with Brahman is very rare in
Indian literature.’ Dr. Ghosh was not the first who felt that something is amiss in that invocation: we have already
seen how Abhinavagupta refused to comment on the absence of Viṣṇu from it, his argument indicating rather his
consternation than any scientific objection” (Theatre 20-21). Byrski goes on to ‘resolve’ the case of the missing
Viṣṇu in the invocation of this crucial chapter by taking ‘Maheśvara’ as an appellation of Indra (rather than of Śiva),
whereas Abhinava’s silence helps maintain a deliberate ambiguity.
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its abundance of lowly and female dramatis personae—were enacted by Śūdras, and the terms for
‘actress’ became synonymous with ‘prostitute’. But how could the stage-manager still be addressed by
the other characters as “Ārya” (‘gentleman’), honorific otherwise reserved for the three ‘twice-born’
upper castes? Abhinava retorts that the Sūtradhāra, who represents Brahmā in the preliminaries, fully
deserves this honor (and the implied highest respect) for “he has been initiated (dīkṣita) into the great
sacrificial session (mahā-sattra) that is the Veda (in the form of) theater (nāṭya-veda).”121
Though any twice-born, wealthy enough to afford the priestly services, could undergo the dīkṣā for
his personal benefit and individual salvation, the yajña had an inherent socio-cosmic dimension such
that its performance ensured the order, wellbeing and renewal of the community as an organic whole.
The Vedic king, as sacrificer par excellence, commissioned them for the fertility of the land, prosperity of
his kingdom and longevity of his reign, without distinguishing between personal gain and communal
welfare, just as much as his Hindu successor would build a royal temple and maintain its ritual cycle as a
cosmic responsibility.122 The Indra festival, the public context in which the sacrificial drama was enacted,
renewed the kingdom through the death-and-rebirth of its royal sponsor. Though the king (and/or other
wealthy patrons) underwrote the expensive building and consecration of the playhouse, and the staging
of Bharata’s theater (no doubt, with public taxes), the dramas could be enjoyed by everyone, even the
least privileged. The authorship of the Mṛcchakaṭikā is attributed to a wise accomplished king, a selfrealized devotee of Lord Śiva, Śūdraka, who had performed the imperial Aśvamedha. Hence, the
thematic superposition of brahmanical yajña, Kaula sexual union, and Vedic cosmogony through an
entertaining medium accessible to all his subjects. The primary purpose of Act VII is to establish
the identity of our brahmin ‘hero’ (nāyaka) with the unshackled future sovereign: Cārudatta, this
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Nāṭya-veda-mahā-sattra-dīkṣita. Though the śūdra Sūtradhāra, with no legal access to the brahmanical
canon, could not undertake the yajña proper, he must have achieved a high-level of tantric (Kaula, etc.) initiation
to expertly stage such a mystery drama that enacts the essence of Vedic tradition. Indeed, with the help of
brahmin playwrights and mentors, he would have been more adept at improvising on (without betraying or
distorting) the script than an orthodox priest, whom Maitreya ridicules for having learned and reciting his texts by
rote. When I complained to my guru (note 1 above) for denying me (formal) dīkṣā that Swami Lakshman Joo was
doling out to others, he simply opened his Tantrāloka volume, saying “if you don’t believe me, you should listen to
Abhinavagupta: “without having learned the rites (vidhi), he becomes proficient in sacrificing (yajanam)“ (13.153).
Choosing the latter term in this discussion of (inward) Śaiva tantric initiation would suggest there is ultimately only
a unique dīkṣā with ‘constrictive’ (saṅkoca) Vedic and ‘expansive’ (vikāsa) Kaula poles that are complementary.
122
To oppose ‘collective’ temple worship to ‘individual’ Vedic yajña in their respective aims (N. R. Lidova,
Ritualism 213-214) is hence unconvincing. The public temple is also the potent site that Hindus frequent to
propitiate the communal god for the welfare of their own family, much the same as they worship their chosen
deities at home.
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condemned merchant, who is called the chief person of the capital city of Ujjain (X.8), is simply a
stand-in for the royal sacrificer. Protector’s yajña began with the chorion-cloak handed over at the
beginning of the play, and his immolation at the end expresses the initiatic death of Āryaka, before he
can legitimately assume the throne: “the king is dead, long live the king!” From the sacrificial
perspective, there is no difference between king and commoner in our reliving of this drama.123
Reciprocal duties of kingship and citizenship is the primary subject of this drama, the sustained
subplot of which is the lowly Āryaka’s usurpation of tyrant Pālaka’s throne. 124 From this political
perspective, merchant Cārudatta and the other subaltern actors of this drama, insofar as they are
identified with the royal sacrificer, partake of the latter’s autonomy, including the right and even
obligation to revolt. On the one hand, the irreducibly oppressive, arbitrary and pervasive nature of
inordinate power, even when acting ‘benignly’ from behind-the-scenes, is thrust center stage and
caricatured through the abominably brutish ‘brother-in-law’ of the otherwise invisible
‘Protector’.125 The pious offstage immolation by the latter of an innocent goat to fulfill the Vedic
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Several commoners undergo the (royal) ‘anointment’ (abhiṣeka) with (sacred) water: monk sprayed by
elephant’s trunk (end of Act II), water dripping from Vasantasenā’s rain-soaked hair onto her breast is likened to
the anointment of a prince, Śakāra plunges into a pool after his ‘matricide’. Tantric adepts undergo abhiṣeka in
quest of (personal) power (śakti) because the king’s sovereignty is symbolic of spiritual ‘autonomy’ (svātantrya).
124
For Sheldon Pollock (Sanskrit), our contemporary American Moses, who would disabuse Hindus of the
tyrannical if now vestigial hold of their mystifying aesthetics of power, Sanskrit literature—including and especially
Kālidāsa’s Raghuvaṁśa—was intended by its self-serving brahmin authors to prop up the ‘legitimacy’ of selfaggrandizing kings. See Malhotra’s unmasking in his chapter on “Politicizing Indian Literature” (Sanskrit 202-221).
125
The playwright even puts a ‘nonsensical’ genealogical boast into Śakāra’s mouth (IX.6), affirming his
blueblood pedigree, that insinuates that he is one-and-the-same person as the king, his brother-in-law. Walter
Benjamin, from whom so many antireligious American scholars (Sheldon Pollock, Bruce Lincoln, etc.) draw
inspiration, sought to debunk the diversionary aesthetics of (fascist) power—compared to a hidden ugly
puppeteer—as deceptively manipulating popular imagination, sentiments and energies for totalitarian exploitation
to the detriment of their true politico-economic interests of the people, who remain enthralled by the seductive
show seen only from the outside (Malhotra, Sanskrit 210-217). “The key point in Benjamin’s theory is captured in
Pollock’s frequently used phrase ‘aestheticization of the political’ or ‘aestheticization of power’. The basic idea
here is that power, in order to be extended over a wide territory, must harness cultural forms. These forms help to
romanticize that power and disguise its uglier aspects. A sophisticated and mystified cultural aesthetic is
developed and gains such a lock on the popular mind that ordinary people themselves adapt to it and begin to
think in its terms. They are thus blinded both to the brute reality of domination and to its vulnerability. The arts,
and in particular the language arts, are then a veneer or mask behind which lurks the real mechanisms of power.
This Marxist theory of the aesthetics of power says that politics drives the artistic lifestyles that influence people.
In turn, politics must be viewed like an art form. Therefore, there is a nexus between art and politics. This two-way
relationship is what is referred to as ‘the aestheticization of politics’. Benjamin says that artistic expression is
emotionally gratifying to the lower faculties of the masses; it gives them a mode of expression and glamour. This
camouflages the manipulation that is taking place. Benjamin explains his thesis using the analogy of a puppet
master hidden behind the curtain and the performing puppet in the forefront of the stage. The theologian
(representing religion) is the puppet master pulling the strings of the puppet from behind the curtain. The puppet
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injunction to execute the yajña is equated to an unjust human sacrifice motivated by the basest of
instincts. On the other hand, the victimized figure of the righteous (dharmic) king, borne to the
throne by growing popular acclaim and infectious mass uprising is likewise inscribed into the same
sacrificial paradigm. 126 Brahmin merchant Cārudatta’s (self-) impoverishment is immediately
presented as the net result of his having distributed all his hard-earned wealth toward social and
individual welfare, prompted not simply by a sense of religious duty ( dharma) imposed by tradition
but impelled from within by overwhelming empathy for the needs of others. Sensualist Sa ṁvāhaka
takes to the ‘royal road’ renouncing all pleasures only for this world-weary monk to be rewarded
eventually with stewardship of all the Buddhist monasteries across the kingdom. As inveterate
gambler intent on gaining all with an unpredictable throw of the dice, he is just as resigned
inwardly to losing all at an arbitrary of the wheel of fate. Cowherd Āryaka may have been
predestined for the ever-contested throne, but kingship is just as much thrust upon him by the
long-oppressed citizenry. The rock inscriptions that preserve for posterity the grandiose poetic
(self-) eulogy of Hindu kings typically commemorate their generous redistribution of wealth to
learned brahmins and the needy upon their performance of Vedic sacrifice. 127 Enlightened
monarchs are known to have occupied the throne more as a socioreligious burden , eager to retire
by choice eventually to a Buddhist monastery. 128 Relying on generalized identification with the

is the aesthetically pleasing culture being projected. Put another way, theology is in the background manipulating
the strings of some artistic production that the audience sees as benign” (Malhotra, Sanskrit 212). King Śūdraka is,
on the contrary, exposing, for those of us who still have the eyes to see, the corrupting and violent nature of the
‘ring of power’ to whose inner seduction no one, not even self-proclaimed humanist, liberal, dissident, leftist,
anarchist, etc. are immune.
126
“The ambiguous status of the “god-king” should be emphasized: the aesthetics of power, on the one
hand, (politically) enslaves the populace by sacralizing their worldly dominator and, on the other hand, ensures
their (ritual) “participation” (bhakti) in the sacrificial dynamic of which he has become the pivot. His violent
overthrow is likewise justified, in the Mṛcchakaṭikā, through Śiva destroying, and thereby fulfilling, the (more
restrictive understanding of the) sacrifice” (Visuvalingam, Hinduism 344 n.15).
127
Pollock (Sanskrit) himself notes but systematically ignores this religious context and the munificence of
the royal patron to make his case all the better for the secularization of Sanskrit kāvya and the nefarious role of
Indian kingship, buttressed by a self-serving poetic aristocracy. “Pollock, who develops this aesthetics of power in
great historical, linguistic, and cultural detail, does so by opposing the appeal of its secular cosmopolitan thrust to
the closed conservative Vedic domain. He does not satisfactorily account for the peculiar ethos of trans-sectarian
Indian kingship, nor the fact—for which he unwittingly provides ample evidence—that the sovereign, his court,
and the wider polity participated in both worlds” (Visuvalingam, Hinduism 344 n.14).
128
Instead of taking the Buddhist renunciation ideal seriously, on its own terms, as infusing the whole of
ancient Indian society with a transcendental orientation, the only ‘secularized’ use that Pollock seems to have for
its first noble truth of world as suffering is to pit it against the Hindu hierarchical order as intrinsically oppressive.
“He sometimes puts a Buddhist gloss on his goals to rationalize and justify what he is doing. He says he sees
dukkha (sorrow) abounding in Indian society, for which he has found an overarching cause (samudaya). He

60

multiple guises assumed by the (royal) protagonist (nāyaka) for its aesthetic enjoyment, Śūdraka’s
masterpiece is a concerted attempt, integral to Vedic tradition, to harness, domesticate and
uproot the self-aggrandizing violence at the core of human nature.129
At the collective psychosocial level, the archaic sacrifice also served across religious traditions and
their constituent societies to contain foundational violence by channeling it onto a ritual scapegoat. But
nowhere else has it been so systematically, pervasively and self-consciously elaborated as in the Vedic
tradition.130 After the would-be emperor had shed his sins on the brahmin jumbaka¸ his subjects
followed suite by bathing in the same pool. The ritual impurity of the dīkṣā rendered the sacrificer

discusses the question that was asked of the Buddha: How do we overcome this overarching cause of dukkha? To
which the Buddha responds by teaching his famous eightfold path. This teaching applies to individual dukkha for
which there is an individual cause. However, Pollock is interested in India’s social/collective dukkha which he
identifies as poverty, misery and the oppression of women, śūdras and Muslims. Then, he identifies the social
samudaya (cause): the hierarchical and othering structures of Sanskrit and Sanskrit-based traditions such as
Hinduism. The solution he offers is political philology, that is, the political deconstruction of the language, texts
and culture using analytical tools developed in the West” (Malhotra, Sanskrit 316; see also 128-129, 385-391). The
sentiment of white equality was strongest in the slave-owning colonial states for it was pitted against the Black as
subhuman. Moreover, the diverse tribal population of ‘Aryan’ India was estimated at around 91 million at the time
of Independence, whereas a pitiable number of ‘Indians’ survived the egalitarian ethos of the Founding Fathers.
129
“The primary socio-political function of literature was to harness the petty chieftain’s self-aggrandizing
greed, tame his lust for power, and channel his personal aspirations into becoming a universal monarch, whose
moral (if not physical) suzerainty would extend across the entire Sanskrit Cosmopolis. Raghu’s legendary ‘conquest
of the quarters’ in Kālidāsa’s Raghuvaṁśa and Samudragupta’s imperial acquisitions bequeathed in verse to
posterity upon the Allahabad pillar are among the many mirrors constituting a unified aesthetics of power. The
seductive ‘body of fame’ that poetry (kāvya) sought to confer upon the sovereign is a reflection, within the secular
realm, of the immortal ‘self’ of the dīkṣita constituted through the sacred hymns and the semiotics of ritual. Even
his readiness to be martyred in the attempt to slay rival kings and acquire their territory could be construed as the
profane exteriorization of (self‑) sacrifice through a substitute victim. The denouement of the Mṛcchakaṭikā is the
usurper Āryaka killing (the) Pālaka (‘Protector’) just about to immolate the sacrificial animal to which the
unrighteous king is thereby assimilated. These clan lineages performed costly (imperial horse-) sacrifices that
redistributed (even plundered) wealth, and consistently endowed land and other privileges to Brahmins; the
ostentatious inscriptions that bore these panegyrics were often occasioned by such acts of royal munificence.
Regional overlords could stake concurrent claims to being the ‘pivot of the universe’ (cakra-vartin), for the
belligerent Indra, the king of the gods, had been already receiving competing sacrifices from rival Rigvedic chiefs.
Crucial here is how this expansive secular domain remained constrained and worked through by the Vedic religiocultural matrix within which it emerged. From the religious perspective, the ruling ‘autocrat’ was merely the
sacrificer par excellence, which is why the hero of The Little Clay Cart could be a poor brahmin merchant
surreptitiously identified with the usurper Āryaka. The royal deity that Hindus worship in the nuclear temple
identifies the mortal king-sacrificer with the undying transcendental god” (Visuvalingam, Hinduism 330).
130
René Girard’s comparative theory of foundational violence that has been applied to Christianity,
Judaism, Greek and other archaic religions is explicitly derived from his understanding of Vedic sacrifice, but claims
that the Gospel drama of Christ’s Passion on the Cross deconstructed its scapegoat mechanism for the first time in
our universal history. S. Visuvalingam, “Violence and the Other in Hinduism and Islam” (2014), shows how this
scapegoat function, which is central to both Greek and Hindu theater, is not primary but derived from a more
fundamental paradigm of transgressive sacrality. Girard’s principle of mimetism is also well illustrated by Śakāra.
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temporarily the equivalent of an untouchable,131 and this is no doubt the ultimate significance of the
(author-) name Śūdraka. Victim Cārudatta is assimilated—explicitly and directly in the final Act X and
indirectly elsewhere (as the bali in Act I)—to the sacrificial goat being led to the yūpa, and to the fallen
Indra-pole being carried to the cremation ground.132 King Pālaka is performing a yajña off-stage and is
slain by Śarvilaka at the very moment that his goat and the brahmin onstage are being immolated,
equating the scapegoating of the latter to the solemn performance of a royal sacrifice.133 Strangling the
courtesan without premeditation for spurning his advances (Act VIII), scheming Śakāra then assimilates
his ‘matricide’ to the willful “sacrilege of cow-killing in a holy city” the guilt of which he intends to
impute to unsuspecting Cārudatta, his erstwhile rival for her sexual favors. What makes the
Mṛcchakaṭikā so unique among the classical dramas is that it revolves so explicitly around such
scapegoating to culminate in the victimization of the nāyaka, while his ‘great brahmin’ companion plays
more the role of the officiating priest at the sacrifice.134
Far from consolidating, legitimizing and promoting the universal social need for shared, hence
unifying, hostility toward an innocent scapegoat (Girard, see note 130 above), the institution of Vedic
sacrifice aimed to minimize its unconscious hold on the collective psyche, by systematically exposing the
inner workings of its foundational violence. We see from the beginning that brahmin Cārudatta is not
only guiltless but is constitutionally incapable of hurting others. The royal villain discloses already in Act I
his innate hatred and overriding desire to exact vengeance at whatever cost: we bear witness to him
strangling helpless Vasantasenā, before our eyes, when he believes they are alone. The ‘conclusive’
accumulation of ‘evidence’ and attribution of (implausible) motive (greed) does not fool us. When
Śakāra is revealed to be the culprit at the last minute, the crowd’s volatile animosity switches instantly
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Cārudatta, who is escorted by two cāṇḍāla executioners on his death march, removes his sacred
thread to be physically handled by them at the stake. Brahmin thief Śarvilaka profanes his sacred thread by using it
as a ligature against the effects of snakebite, the sort of transgressive use of it characteristic of the ‘great brahmin’.
132
See note 107. Against the background of its Newar origin-myth, the ritual details of the Katmandu
Indra festival reveal that the king of the gods is first imprisoned, like Āryaka, and then undergoes a sacrificial death.
The fallen Indra pole is carried to the cremation ground on the banks of the Bagmati-Gaṅgā to be incinerated in
the perpetual fire at the Pachali Bhairava shrine (Chalier-Visuvalingam, Pachali Bhairava 147).
133
The Indra festival is the public exteriorization, at the commencement of the new year, of the sacrificial
drama of royal death-rebirth. Though the Mṛcchakaṭikā translates this into the political subplot of regicide by
the popular usurper Āryaka, the name ‘Protector’ (Pālaka) of the ‘unjust’ old king -sacrificer, suggests that,
at a deeper level, Cārudatta is his substitute victim. Prithivi Narayan Shah, founder of unified Nepal and its
Gorkha dynasty, conquered the Katmandu Valley while the last Malla king was celebrating the Indra festival.
134
As the convenient butt of sometimes aggressive and malicious jokes by other characters,
provoking contagious and demeaning laughter among the spectators, the deformed Vidū ṣaka still conserves
the scapegoat function of the Varuṇa-jumbaka across the dramas but in a sporadic disjointed manner.

62

onto this legitimate target who, bereft of his brother-in-law king Pālaka’s protection, is now substituted
at the stake. The villain who, while committing his sacrilegious ‘matricide’ loudly proclaimed that his
‘heroic’ (mis-) deed be “common to all humanity,” has become the boomeranged victim of his own
scapegoating. But Cārudatta, Christ-like, denies his virtuous fellow citizens this long overdue satisfaction
of their bloodthirsty ‘sense of justice’ by insisting that the villain be treated instead as his own self and
be therefore ‘freed’ (mocita).135 Committed to nonviolence, brahmin orthodoxy abhorred killing even
within and for the sacrifice, yet embraced their ritual obligation as a necessary evil. They have bitterly
voiced their ringing self-condemnation through the eloquent mouth of the designated victim (IX.40-41),
who nevertheless remains resigned, assuming his predestined role as in a (Medieval) passion play.
Having enjoyed the play and its merciful denouement through willing identification with (the
vicissitudes of) so noble and self-effacing a hero, we (are forced to) recognize—at least subliminally—
that this disgusting psychopath represents the bestial (paśu) core of our own ‘human’ self.136
We enjoy the drama by (aesthetically) identifying (tanmayībhavana) with the projected characters
and especially the lead protagonist (nāyaka) around whom the engaging plot revolves.137 Though the
range of situations depicted may be foreign and even fantastic, we are able to step into the shoes of the
actors because the emotions evoked, shared and responded to are ultimately our own and rooted in our
biological constitution. Indian theater, as enshrined in Bharata’s Nāṭyaśāstra, relies on judicious
evocation, nourishment, diversification, clash and blending of their corresponding rasas to
constitute the shared aesthetic experience sustained by the artistic object. 138 Whereas the other
135

Otherwise devoted to non-violence (ahiṁsā), the vegetarian brahmins justified immolating the animal
victim (paśu) by deeming it to be ‘liberated’ instead. So mocita here is intentionally ambiguous, meaning Śakāra
was actually killed. From a Śaiva metaphysical perspective, death under the right circumstances could indeed be
liberating: in the Tantrāloka, the most intense degree of divine ‘grace’ (anugraha) immediately kills its recipient.
136
In retrospect, this identity of sacrificer and victim was insinuated throughout the drama: the murderer
is about to cover his victim with the ubiquitous cloak (that identifies him with Cārudatta) but desists for fear he
would be recognized by its embroidered name (Act VIII); this vengeful plaintiff insists on occupying the accused’s
‘privileged’ seat at the witness stand (IX); and at each stopping station of the long procession to the execution
stake, Cārudatta’s obligatory confession of guilt is uttered to completion only through Śakāra’s interjection (X).
Whereas Girard could interpret the Gospel drama as simply denouncing the sacrificial religion of the ‘Old’
Testament in favor of Christian love (-thy-neighbor-as-oneself), the Mṛcchakaṭikā’s ‘deconstructive’ reading
reveals that the Vedic yajña integrated the scapegoating mechanism into the quest for self-transcendence.
137
The complex second-order cognitive processes that constitute tanmayībhavana and thereby
distinguish our appreciation of rasa from the cause-effect psychology of everyday emotions has been
comprehensively described in Visuvalingam (Abhinavagupta 10-16). Our focus here is how the aesthetic and
sacrificial dimensions of the term ‘generalization’ (sādhāraṇīkaraṇa) coincide to become mutually reinforcing.
138
Efforts have been made, especially by scholars of Indian origin, to interpret Western and other foreign
performative arts in terms of rasa-theory because the human emotions involved are universal. Great caution
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rasas may be also evoked directly in the spectators by their respective stimuli ( vibhāva), śṛṅgāra
(eros) and karuṇa (pathos) can arise only through tanmayībhavana with a character (pātra) seen
responding to such stimuli on stage (Visuvalingam, Humor 211-214). The uplifting mutual love
(śṛṅgāra) between Cārudatta and Vasantasenā drives the entire drama even when relegated to the
background (as in Acts II, III, VI, VII, VIII, IX): a middle Act (V) is wholly devoted to lyrical poetry (in
Sanskrit) celebrating their stormy union. For the less refined, for whom these sentiments might be
too elevated, there is the lusty villain’s aggressive pursuit of the courtesan (Act I) ending in the
lovers’ first meeting, and the sub-romance between Śarvilaka and Madanikā (Act IV, scene 1). Though
the Mṛcchakaṭikā culminates in the ‘unexpectedly’ happy reunion, thus denying the Indian drama the
status of (Greek) tragedy, karuṇa predominates in the final Act (X) for Cārudatta, resigned to his own
ghastly fate, is unaware his beloved is still alive. This resigned despondency is prefigured from the first
Act, when the generous merchant bemoans his destitute condition, reduced to depending on his wife to
compensate for the stolen deposit. Both these delicate rasas depend on our sustained identification
with the nāyaka. Hence, diffident Cārudatta’s love-in-longing (vipralambha) and even in happy reunion
(Act V), in contrast to the courtesan’s often teasing demeanor, is singularly bereft of humor.

Universalization: Abhinava’s rasa-aesthetics and Bharata’s sacrificial theater
Because our aesthetic identification (tanmayībhavana) with the character results in the
depersonalization of the rasas evoked thereby, their shared relish (āsvāda) unites us, unlike the crosspurposes of the imitated real-life emotions. In principle, the determinants (vibhāva) do not act directly
on us spectators but instead on another responsive personage (or a group of them) onstage serving as
support or ‘receptacle’ (āśraya) for the emotion by exhibiting its consequents (anubhāva). The vibhāvas
of love (śṛṅgāra) and pathos (karuṇa) are always ‘unique’ (asādhāraṇa) to the āśraya and this should
ideally be the case also for the genesis of the other rasas.139 It is through tanmayībhavana with the
āśraya that the vibhāva loses its ‘particularity’ to become—unlike the psychological cause of the

needs to be exercised here, because classical Sanskrit theater aimed to evoke, nourish and sustain rasa and is
evaluated by its success and ingenuity in so doing. Modern Western performances often subordinate their
depiction of emotions and those evoked in the audience to other aims, such as plot or character development,
socio-political commentary, etc.
139
Abhinava claims that Bharata uses the term ‘deriving from’ (tat-prabhava) for these two rasas and
‘having the nature of’ (tad-ātmaka) for the rest, because the latter can also be evoked directly, bypassing any need
for an āśraya (Visuvalingam, Humor 203-219), especially so for the hence problematic hāsa/hāsya distinction
(Visuvalingam, Hinduism 345, n.18).
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corresponding emotion in our real-life interactions— ‘universal’ (sādhāraṇa) to all the spectators. 140 The
vibhāvas of (reciprocal) love—such as Rāma-Sītā, Kṛṣṇa-Rādhā, Cārudatta-Vasantasenā, Romeo and
Juliette—remain richly individualized and impossible to confound, such that our relish of the śṛṅgāra
evoked by each of these couples is uniquely textured and distinctly flavored. Hence ‘universalization’
(sādhāraṇīkaraṇa) does not reduce the vibhāva to a generic lover or beloved stripped of all particulars—
corresponding to the opposition between ‘particular’ (viśéṣa) and ‘universal’ (sāmānya) in Nyāya
epistemology—that could only succeed, if at all, in invoking a tasteless ‘abstraction’ or ghost of
śṛṅgāra.141 By suspending our individual subjectivities—not the individualities of the subjects onstage—
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Due to such shared aesthetic identification with the (feelings depicted of the) character onstage (or
projected by a poem), it is perfectly legitimate and even preferable to speak of the rasa as (if it were) ‘located’ in
the āśraya. By appealing to those rare occasions when Ānandavardhana resorts to such shorthand, Pollock insists
that this pioneering theoretician of rasa-dhvani (implicitly) denied its evocation (solely) within the listener. “To all
appearances, rasa for Ānanda is something that exists in the texts and indeed, in the main character (or in the
author, insofar as he becomes a character when the narrative voice of a lyrical poem is his own). It is something to
be ‘revealed’ by the text and so presumably is located in it; the writer ‘composes’ it and the narrative elements
‘possess’ it. When discussing the relationship of linguistic ‘texture’ to the suggestion of rasa, Ānanda observes that
the rasa must be ‘appropriate to the speaker and to what he is saying.’ ‘The “speaker” he adds. ‘can be either the
authorial voice or someone presented by the poet, and the latter can be either endowed with rasa and the stable
emotions or devoid of them.’ The one time that Ānanda actually mentions the locus of rasa, he identifies it as the
character, either the protagonist or the antagonist; it is ‘the hero’s erotic rasa,’ for example, that ‘has reached the
highest pitch of enhancement.’ Clearly, as Ānanda’s most recent translators point out, he is using rasa ‘in its old
sense of a particularly vivid emotion’ rather than in its emergent sense of ‘aesthetic delight’. All that he is
concerned to explain is the mechanism by which the text produces rasa, and here the idea of ‘implicature’ takes on
critical importance” (Rasa 88). The “highest pitch” of rasa enjoyed by the sahṛdaya through tanmayībhavana is
naturally perceived as indistinguishable from the feeling “vividly” experienced by the āśraya (see note 153 below).
141
“[…] here we come back to bhāvanā or bhāvakatva—the basic move that makes this ‘pleasuring’
possible is, according Bhaṭṭa Nāyaka’s highly original insight, a ‘universalization’ (sādhāraṇī-karaṇa) that does away
with the particularity of the characters on the stage, at the same time completely removing any egoistic
investment on the part of the spectator in the emotions they are triggering. In other words, the Rāma we see on
the stage is not the historical figure and epic hero but a stylized abstraction that is meant solely to provide a basis
for a transient internal reorganization of the spectator’s emotional reality. The stable emotion (sthāyi-bhāva) that
the character should be feeling actually overtakes the spectator from within through a mode of empathic
identification that lacks all personal, egoistic features; the happy result is an oddly depersonalized pleasure defined
as savoring the rasa. […] There is no denying the tremendous explanatory power of this theory, which utterly
transformed the terms of discourse within the tradition of Indian poetics; but at the same time, we cannot help
but notice how odd it is. We’ll come back to the question of the spectator’s mental state in just a moment, but
notice first how “universalization” does away, in a single, sweeping movement, with everything that makes any
given character in a drama distinct from others of his or her type. It almost makes no difference whether we are
looking at Rāma or Udayana, at Śakuntalā or Sītā or Vāsavadattā; the particularities of plot, too, become quite
secondary to the business of rasa production by means of typologized abstraction. So radical is this way of
understanding artistic endeavor that it cannot possibly be true for any classical Sanskrit play, although it took the
discursive-theoretical tradition several centuries to recover from the rampant universalizing impulse.” (Shulman
66-67). Whereas particularities of place and time are indeed done away with (even in the case of the tad-ātmaka
rasas)—we do not experience the āśraya as being “there and then” or “here and now”—Rāma otherwise does not
lose the rich individuality that the drama (or poem) remains intent on bestowing upon him.
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this ‘generalization’ (sādhāraṇīkaraṇa) unifies spectators otherwise segregated by caste, age, gender,
education, station in life, temperament, etc., through their shared immersion in rasa. 142
In the light of our Mṛcchakaṭikā exegesis, the homology between aesthetics of rasa, semiotics
of dramatic action, and performance of yajña—declared by Bharata but without revealing, beyond the
theatrical building blocks, the practical art of its implementation—must have been a widely-shared
secret among the initiated literati. 143 What had yet to be adequately conceptualized was an
epistemology and ontology of rasa to satisfactorily account for our literally enjoying the fruits of
sacrifice, simply by watching even such a profane drama. “Learned in the four Vedas and himself a
veritable temple for poets” (Kalhaṇa), Bhaṭṭa Nāyaka naturally resorted to his own discipline of
Pollock’s understanding of Nāyaka is likewise clearly erroneous, especially for a pretentious Western
scholar intent on pitting his contribution against that of Abhinava: “When a word like Sītā is used in a poem, it no
longer refers to the particular historical personage who was Rāma’s wife—if it continued to do so, she could never
become a licit ‘foundational factor’ for the viewer or reader’s desire, and hence rasa could never arise; in poetry
‘Sītā’ instead signifies woman as such. This is part of what Bhaṭṭa Nāyaka named the process of ‘commonization,’
which enables the reader to make the character’s emotional experience his own in such a way that he ‘actualizes,’
or reproduces, it. The reader of poetry of poetry comes to feel what Rāma once felt, just as the reader of scripture
is prompted to do what Janamejaya once did” (Rasa 18).
This elementary misunderstanding—in the introductory overview to A Rasa Reader (2016) so widely
acclaimed, even in India, as authoritative—becomes even more inexcusable in that sādhāraṇīkaraṇa is
succinctly but accurately outlined in my own introduction to Abhinavagupta: Reconsiderations (2004): “This
‘identification’ (tanmayībhavana) is so complete that we seem to be experiencing the same emotion without any
distinction of self and other. This is precisely why our whole-hearted enjoyment of Sītā’s beauty through the eyes
of Lord Rāma is no stigma to Indian aesthetics. […] Through aesthetic identification, an emotional stimulus that
was originally unique (asādhāraṇa) to a particular āśraya becomes in this way ‘generalized’ (sādhāraṇī-karaṇa)
into an object of relish for the spectators at large, who experience the corresponding rasa (e.g., śṛṅgāra = love) in
an ‘impersonal’ mode in the sense of its being not conditioned by an ascertainment of the form ‘I am in love’
(which would result in a purposive attitude) or ‘he/she is in love’ (which would leave one indifferent). Worldly
(laukika) emotion immediately engenders a stream of cogitation, impelled by a purposive attitude towards the
external stimulus, which sustains the feeling of self as distinct from other” (Visuvalingam, Abhinavagupta 11-12).
Pollock contributed to this volume that I co-edited and my overview essay includes several substantive critical
notes on his work. Are we to assume that he has not bothered to read them or that relevant studies by lesser
known, especially Indian, scholars can be safely ignored or at least passed over in silence? A carbon copy of my
typewritten PhD thesis, which offers a much more detailed treatment of sādhāraṇīkaraṇa based on the Sanskrit
source passages, was hand-delivered by my sister-in-law to Shulman at the University of Jerusalem when we were
corresponding around 1985 about his King and the Clown that I had received for review.
142
Due to time constraints, my IGNCA talk concluded before taking up my final slide devoted entirely to
sādhāraṇīkaraṇa and its multiple implications. Prof. Lyne Bansat-Boudon asked why, without mentioning the latter
process, I had highlighted tanmayībhavana instead. Though named separately because of its specific effects,
generalization is dependent on and concomitant with identification. Each spectator’s individuality is submerged
through the āśraya, thereby ensuring the commonality that makes the enjoyment better than watching alone.
143
Though N. Lidova (Rasa) insists on a perennial esoteric understanding whereby sacred connotations of
the Vedic soma were orally transmitted alongside (or beneath) the secularized (sthāyī-) bhāva of the NŚ to
reappear as spiritual ecstasy in Abhinava’s elaboration of the alchemy of rasa (see note 114 above), she does not
seem to have drawn the wider conclusion: the drama that engenders rasa is itself a transposition of the sacrifice.
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‘scriptural hermeneutics’ (mīmāṁsā) for the missing answers. The striking parallels led him to isolate,
name and thereby highlight three key facets, presented as consecutive stages, of the relationship
between poetic language and rasa experience that had not yet received due attention. The final purport
of the Vedas, including its ancillary descriptive passages (artha-vāda), is encapsulated within the
injunction actualized in the listener through the impulsion (codanā) to perform the sacrifice. Rich in
figures of speech, the literary text similarly, through a teleological process of ‘actualization’
(bhāvakatva) that draws upon our ‘active imagination’ (bhāvanā), first produces in us the intended
emotion. The mere statement in scripture that some individual in the past had offered a yajña is
understood here and now by all the qualified twice-born, who are so predisposed, as a commandment
to do the same. So too these emotions engendered by actions of characters onstage are ‘generalized’—
through sādhāraṇīkaraṇa—across all the ranks of spectators. Finally, just as sacrificers intent on heaven
(svarga) eventually relish the fruits of their meritorious action, the emotion is ‘communicated’ through a
‘process of rendering enjoyable’ (bhojakta, bhogīkṛttva) that ensures our absorption in incomparable
rapture. Unlike priestly officiants or costumed actors toiling to effectuate the ‘ritual-drama’, we
spectators are, of course, unmoved to action and even bereft of any purposiveness, except perhaps our
hankering for rasa. But Nāyaka’s conceptual move deftly bridges the divide between ritual performance
and yogic self-absorption in a way that aligns well with the orthodox brahmanical understanding of
renunciation (sannyāsa) as interiorizing the yajña to render its continued external performance
superfluous.144 Given that the Mṛcchakaṭikā is a disguised sacrifice that is eagerly, even if only
unwittingly, internalized by us spectators, who are thereby unified through our shared enjoyment
of rasa, its semiotic exegesis here might seem to justify such creative application of the Mīmāṁsā
toolkit, perhaps even more than this “foremost among Mīmāṁsakas,” to repeat Abhinavagupta’s
backhanded compliment, might have claimed.
Abhinava acknowledges all three facets of theatrical experience identified and insisted upon by
Nāyaka. His own exposition of Bharata’s rasa-axiom begins by invoking the peculiar linguistic efficacy of
narrative and descriptive passages in Vedic scripture that impels qualified listeners to undertake the
yajña. Letting his Kashmiri Śaiva predecessor argue out the inadequacy of all preceding cross-disciplinary
attempts to account for our aesthetic enjoyment, he seems to be restating Nāyaka’s valuable insights
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As opposed to Buddhist rejection; see the section on the ‘semblance of śānta’ earlier in this essay.
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more cogently to bring out their full significance for posterity.145 “But thereupon a certain surplus
comprehension arises, the nature of which is a complete transference, etc., [saṃkramaṇādi-svabhāvā]
whereby the original (past) tense is suppressed: ‘Let me hold a session,’ or ‘Let me offer up.’ This sort of
comprehension is dealt with through diverse labels depending on the (particular) philosophical school,
such as “intuition [pratibhā],” “production [bhāvanā],” “commandment [vidhi],” “(preparatory) exertion
[udyoga],” and the like. In precisely the same way, from literary language there arises for the qualified
individual a surplus comprehension” (AB 1 272.21-25).146 For Abhinava, ‘universalization’ is already
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Even while seeming to acknowledge this, Sheldon Pollock—speaking through both sides of his mouth
as is frequently the case—gleefully accuses “ungrateful” Abhinava of plagiarizing: “But to end with this analytical
formalism would be a mistake, for it is only the surface manifestation of far deeper conceptual affiliations with
Mīmāṃsā. Until we understand these, key questions of Bhaṭṭa Nāyaka’s systems will remain unanswered. What,
for example, is the exact relationship between the ‘reproductive capacity’ (bhāvakatva) and the overall process,
bhāvanā? How precisely does ‘commonalization’ (sādhāraṇīkaraṇa) enable the reproductive capacity to arise in
the experience of a literary text? And why should the entire literary process be designated as ‘reproduction’?
The answers to these questions, and thereby the true hermeneutical force of Bhaṭṭa Nāyaka’s insights, are
contained in none of the surviving fragments of his work. But I believe we can see them emerging from the
restatement of his views by his most ardent if most reluctant if not ungrateful disciple, Abhinavagupta” (150-151).
Immediately, after charging that “Abhinava tries, quite shamelessly, to reappropriate this triad for his own
view” (169 n.51), Pollock admits tangentially in another inconspicuous note that it would be more accurate to say
that Abhinava brings out the true hermeneutical significance of Bhaṭṭa Nāyaka’s thought (unless he is actually still
borrowing from him)” (169 n.53). Our American ‘Maharishi’ is clearly ungrateful to Abhinava to whom we all owe
our understanding of the context and significance of Nāyaka’s contribution to the aesthetics of rasa.
I emailed (Dec. 9, 2009) Pollock my critique of his thesis on the secularization of the ‘aesthetics of power’
(Visuvalingam, Hinduism 329-330, 337, 344, 246 n.31); he immediately sent this paper awaiting publication.
Pointing out its errors of interpretation and taking to task its ‘political’ agenda of pitting Nāyaka against Abhinava, I
urged not to publish as it stood, for it would come back to haunt him. When I accosted him regarding this earlier
exchange—after his pretentious keynote address (April 29, 2016) on ‘liberation philology’ at University of Chicago
to celebrate its achievements in South Asia Studies—he showed little indication of having read it (see note 141).
The email with related forum postings is available as a blog titled “Sheldon Pollock - What was Bhaṭṭa Nāyaka
saying?” at http://www.svabhinava.org/abhinava/Sunthar-LapakJhapak/WhatBhattanayakaReallySaid-frame.php.
146
This is my re-rendering of Pollock (Nāyaka 151), who provides the original Sanskrit passage followed by
his own tendentious translation. By rendering saṃkramaṇādi-svabhāvā as “of the nature of a set of grammatical
transformations whereby the original tense is suppressed,” he insists on giving the core term an unjustifiable
Mīmāṁsaka twist: “’Grammatical transformation,’ saṃkramaṇa, but the word seems unattested in precisely this
sense. The –ādi presumably refers to the interpretative techniques adhyāhāra, vipariṇāma, and so on (see e.g.,
Śabara on Pūrvamīmāṃsāsūtra 2.1)” (Pollock, Nāyaka 170 n.63). This neutral word refers to another’s experience
‘crossing over’— (emphatic prefix sam-), ‘striding (across)’ (–kram), hence complete transference—spatiotemporal
delimitations to our own consciousness. Abhinava is deliberately aiming to be eclectic here by not resorting to a
technical label borrowed from a specific discipline. As pointed out in my email (see note 145 above), “Abhinava’s
invocation of Vedic sacrifice studiously omits showcasing the conceptual baggage he has supposedly stolen from
our arch-Mīmāṁsaka. […] Abhinava uses similar banal forms (saṅkramaṇātmā, saṅkramaṇa-śīla, etc.) of this
compound verb to account for the ‘infectious’ nature of laughter. Addressing the perplexity of previous
commentators on Bharata’s seemingly superfluous distinction between ‘laughter’ (hāsa) ‘located in another’ (parastha) and ‘in oneself’ (ātma-stha), he points out from everyday experience that we sometimes laugh directly at the
(joke or other) stimulus (vibhāva) and at other times simply at the sight of someone else laughing.”
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presupposed, though not yet clarified, by Bharata’s description of our shared rasa experience.147 The
conceptual articulations among Nāyaka’s triad of psycholinguistic ‘powers’ remain unclear,148 and their
meanings were stretched (well) beyond the boundaries of the original Mīmāṁsā definitions of these
terms (hence Abhinava’s ‘compliment’), 149 to force an apt homology into a true explanation.150
Nāyaka’s overriding motivation was to obviate the need—beyond the traditionally accepted
‘direct denotation’ (abhidhā) and ‘derived’ or ‘figurative’ (lakṣaṇā) meaning—for a third power of
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“Curiously, Abhinava seems not even to think of some of these ideas as Bhaṭṭa Nāyaka’s; in AB 1.275.6,
for example, he attributes the idea of sādhāraṇīkaraṇa to Bharata” (Pollock, Nāyaka 171 n.70). The pivotal term
sāmānya (‘common’), used in NŚ to refer to the ‘quality’ (guṇa) that distinguishes rasa from bhāva, could only
refer to ‘universalization’—without explaining how—of ordinary personal emotion. “Last but not least, we see the
following definition as pivotal in the understanding of the essence of rasa: ‘“Thus, these forty-nine bhāvas, [which
make] the basis for the manifestation of poetic rasas, should ascend [to them]. Rasas emerge out of them as they
merge with the quality of universality’ (evam ete kāvya-rasa-abhivyakti-hetava ekonapañcāśad-bhāvāḥ
pratyavagantavyāḥ | ebhyaś ca sāmānya-guṇa-yogena rasā niṣpadyante NŚ, p. 93). As follows from this, the rasa
appears precisely at the instant when the bhāva acquires a certain supplementary quality named sāmānya. The
author of the Nāṭyaśāstra makes this concise thesis, without getting back to it later in order to give it any
explanation. Neither does he explain the concept of sāmānya, which characterizes a vital difference between the
rasa and the bhāva” (N. R. Lidova, Rasa 198-199).
148
Dhanika’s gloss on Dhanañjaya’s Nāṭya Darpaṇa misunderstood Nāyaka by taking sādhāraṇīkaraṇa
to imply reduction of the individuality of the ‘determinant’ (vibhāva), abstracting for instance beloved Sītā into a
generic ‘womanhood’ (Pollock, Nāyaka 148), misinterpretation that is absent in Siṁhabhūpāla’s account of the
same process. This lends Indian grist to the Western Indologist’s error mill (see notes 9 and 141 above).
149
Normally [abhidhā] refers to primary or direct denotation in contrast to secondary forms of
signification, such as figures of speech. For Bhaṭṭa Nāyaka, abhidhā is extended far beyond its narrow meaning to
embrace literary expression as such, including the phonic language qualities (guṇas) and the figures: “To the abode
of ‘expression’ belong the figures of sound and sense” […] In fact, abhidhā in Bhaṭṭa Nāyaka’s usage is best
understood or even translated as ‘literary language’” (Pollock, Nāyaka 146). “[…] the nature of literary language,
with formal properties that make it unlike any other use of language, obliterates the narrative’s historical
referentiality and ‘commonalizes’ its emotions (through sādhāraṇīkaraṇa) by ‘reproducing’ them (through
bhāvaktva). This is what enables the reader to experience (through bhoga/bhogīkṛttva) the work himself, thereby
‘producing’ (through bhāvanā) not action, but aesthetic pleasure. As Bhaṭṭa Nāyaka was at pains to make clear, the
output of literary discourse is thus as different from other discursive genres as its input: […] How radically this
differs from the Mīmāṃsā textual universe from which Bhaṭṭa Nāyaka emerged is an important if more extraneous
question” (Nāyaka 154). “Mīmāṁsā itself nowhere, so far as I can see, offers an explicit discussion of the textual
psychology described by Abhinava, by which the lakṣaṇā or indirection of the artha-vāda leads the reader to
transform an ancient meritorious act into a present possibility” (Nāyaka 171 n.71).
150
Kalhaṇa: “The king put in charge of his two new Śiva temples a Brahman named Nāyaka” (Pollock,
Nāyaka 138). The deeper and wider philosophical context of Abhinava’s critique of Nāyaka is the sustained
polemics in Kashmir between the non-dualist gnosticism of the Trika school and the Siddhānta dualists, who were
applying Mīmāṁsā principles to Śaiva temple practice and tantric ritual. Paralleling this controversy over Bharata’s
rasa-sūtra was the attempt to appropriate the shared Āgama canon by writing competing glosses—nondualist
versus dualist—on their interpretation.
For a Mīmāṁsaka insisting on language as injunction impelling to (ritual) action, Nāyaka curiously ends up
with a blissful state of gnostic repose, more amenable to a Pratyabhijñā perspective.
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language proposed as the “soul of poetry” by Ānandavardhana.151 In a truly revolutionary theoretical
move, his Kashmiri predecessor had posited ‘suggestion’ (dhvani) as an independent power—though
often entangled with and leveraging the prior two—that is primarily responsible for the beauty and
appeal of poetic speech. Formally distinguishing and meticulously demonstrating the various types and
modalities of dhvani through practical literary criticism,152 Ānanda claimed that—unlike other forms of
poetic ‘meaning’ (artha)—rasa can only be ‘suggested’ (vyaṅgya). Because the pioneering rhetorician
was entirely focused on dissecting the linguistic form into its constitutive elements to reconstitute its
suggestive power—a formidable all-consuming enterprise by itself—he sidestepped the question of how
this ‘objective’ meaning could ‘come to rest’ (viśrānti) in the listener’s heart.153 The dhvani-theorist
could continue to analyze the emotional content of a poem as if it were ‘located’ in the imaginatively
projected ‘person’ (āśraya), without methodological detriment, because rasa was above all and remains

151

“We scholars hold that the literary function is three-fold: expression [abhidhā], reproduction,
[bhāvakatva] and experientialization [bhogīkṛttva]. Beyond that, we do not accept anything, certainly not what has
been called ‘implicature’ [dhvani]” (Nāyaka 156). “Bhaṭṭa Nāyaka is cited frequently in the DhĀL as providing
interpretations (of illustrative verses) that do away with the hypothesis of dhvani (cf. e.g., pp. 68, 72). Ruyyaka
describes [Hṛdaya Darpaṇa] as dhvanidhvaṃsagranthaḥ in his comment on Vyaktiviveka v. 4” (ibid., 166 n.16).
152
His subsequent, sometimes vehement, critics were primarily concerned with showing that dhvani¸ as a
third power, was a theoretically superfluous construct and that the same practical illustrations could be accounted
for by the first two alone, with possible help from other familiar and accepted operations such as inference. Other
rhetoricians, such as Kuntaka, preferred to remain neutral in the ensuing controversies and even came up with
new catch-all notions, such as ‘crooked speech’ (vakrokti).
153
Pollock presents the same conceptual progression outlined here but then attempts to lay the ground
for driving a theoretical wedge between Ānanda and his authoritative commentator: “All that being said, however,
rasa itself has an undertheorized presence in Ānanda’s treatise, astonishingly so given its conceptual primacy. He
never tells us what rasa actually is or why it should be central to the literary work; he never comments on, or even
cites, the celebrated Sūtra on Rasa. More important, he never addresses the question of how the reader knows or
experiences it. We are justified in inferring from this loud silence that for Ānanda, none of these questions
mattered, and that the phenomenon of rasa was basically unproblematic. He conceived of it as his predecessors
had; the great insights that would transform aesthetic theory were a generation away. For all his remarkable
insight into how literary meaning is engendered, Ānanda plainly had no interest in how it was experienced, and in
this he conformed to the formalistic analysis that he inherited. What was important for this analysis was not so
much where rasa is or who knows or experiences it—these questions were to be made central only later—but how
it comes to be where it is. […] What Ānanda wants to understand are thus the textual processes by which rasa is
made manifest. Rasa holds no interest as a theoretical problem or as subjective phenomenon—the question of
aesthetic reception—however much it is the reader/viewer who makes the judgements about the successful or
unsuccessful manifestation of rasa, and to whom in the final analysis rasa is ‘manifested’ or ‘implied’ or
‘suggested.’ […] Implicature is the ‘soul’ of poetry, and rasa is the ‘soul’ of implicature. […] What is critical to
register for the intellectual history of rasa discourse is that Ānanda is positing a new linguistic modality (śabdavṛtti)
for generating rasa in the text. And the most startling development in the coming centuries will see this turned
into a psychological modality (cittavṛtti) for producing rasa in the viewer/reader, something that, given the actual
arguments of the Light of Implicature, would likely have left the author mystified. If the idea of implicature
transforms the entire future history of rasa discourse, the future history will, in turn, transform the idea itself”
(Pollock, Rasa 87-89).
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a shared undisputed direct experience for unbroken circles of connoisseurs (sahṛdaya) long before its
satisfactory formulation as a theoretical construct.154 This ‘subjectivity’ of the aesthetic experience—
especially when the debate is displaced from the frozen page of poetry onto theatrical action onstage—
gave Nāyaka the opening to deconstruct dhvani where it was left untheorized and hence most
vulnerable. Integrating the latter’s psycholinguistic insights into his own defense and extension of
Ānanda’s formal analyses, Abhinava shows that rasa—as ‘universalized’ emotion—is not an arbitrary
subjective response155 but the shared meaning of the objective configuration.156

154

This would-be ‘debunker’ (vidūṣaka) has still not understood the first thing about aesthetic emotion
that he ought to have learned from his Harvard teacher, Daniel Ingalls. Nowhere does Ānanda argue that rasa,
though evoked by precise and discernible linguistic mechanisms, is “located” in the text as opposed to the listener.
Even where he occasionally describes the feeling as ‘belonging’ to a ‘character’ (pātra), this is perfectly legitimate
(as shorthand) for we partake of the rasa through identification with the latter (rather than through another; see
note 140 above). The “author” of A Rasa Reader has projected his own mystification on the dhvani-theorist.
155
This is the ‘critical’ misconstruing that allows our American ‘debunker’ (see note 153 above) to drive
home the wedge between Ānanda and his staunch commentator: “Although Ānanda consecrated rasa as the very
goal of literature in a way no thinker before him (save Bharata) had done, rasa remained for him what it was for
his predecessors, a phenomenon related to the formal organization of the literary text. […] Ānanda’s only
consideration was how to make sense of the linguistic mechanism by which this feeling is created: it can never be
directly expressed, he decided, or figuratively communicated; it can only be implied. […] Living as much as a
century and a half after Ānanda, […] Abhinava aimed […] to rescue Ānanda from his own obsolescence. He sought
to do this by transforming Ānanda’s linguistic modality (śabdavṛtti), whereby rasa was cognized, into a
psychological modality (cittavṛtti), whereby rasa was experienced. Rasa now became something ‘manifested’ not
in the text by means of the aesthetic elements but by the activation of the ‘predispositions’ associated with the
stable emotions that preexist in the heart of the sensitive reader [DhAL p.51]. This is undoubtedly a more subtle
and interesting theory but one that Ānanda would almost certainly have been perplexed to see presented as his
own” (Pollock, Rasa 188-189). [complete this citation]. Nowhere does Ānanda, who was dealing only with poetic
speech, not dramatic spectacle, argue that rasa exists only in the text and not in its hearer. As he simply sidesteps
this issue, there is no reason to believe he would not have wholeheartedly endorsed Abhinava’s extension and
completion of his own thought, had he lived to see the attacks leveled against his dhvani-theory precisely from
such reader-response theorists à la Nāyaka.
Pollock, having in his earlier writings chastised Abhinava for displacing the focus of subsequent
generations from the (objective) artform to the (subjective) audience response, let alone for ‘spiritualizing’ the
latter, is now placing Nāyaka on a (phony) pedestal precisely for effectuating this ‘revolution’. For all this back-andforth, his imperial mindset does not seem to have arrived at clearer understanding in his latest and presumably
‘authoritative’ oeuvre (see note 166 below). The (unintended) irony of this ‘conclusive’ attempt to weigh ‘reader
response’, rightly depreciated, against shared rasa appreciation on the opposing scale, is that it immediately
follows his proviso on the incommensurability of the two streams, Western and Indian (see note 168 below).
156
“Ānandavardhana’s theory of ‘suggestion’ (dhvani), even while developing and exploring the
communication of factual (vastu) and figurative (alaṅkāra) meanings, revolves around rasa (-dhvani) as the
ultimate meaning of poetic speech. However, if rasa is simply a ‘subjective’ psychological response on the part of
the connoisseur to the ‘objective’ meaning of a verse, surely the former cannot be rightfully said to be the
‘meaning’ of the linguistic utterance. If you get upset with me for not making sense here, surely your anger can’t
be the meaning of what I said! […] What I’m attempting to show here is that rasa itself actually constitutes the
aesthetic meaning which presupposes and depends upon (a literary competence trained in) processing the text to
generate pertinent suggested meanings” (Visuvalingam, Abhinavagupta 10 & n.7). In other words, the valid
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It is through being imaginatively ‘dramatized’ (nāṭyāyita) that poetry, which relies entirely on
thereby ‘overburdened’ verbal expression, evokes rasa; and it is through suggestion that the
configuration of determinants, consequents, etc., are pictured in or at least hinted to the mind’s eye.
Drama, on the contrary, relies as much, if not more, on the actual physical (re-) presentation and our
direct perception of costumed characters, onstage interactions, scenic props, and animated dialogue to
the same effect. This would explain, on the one hand, why Ānandavardhana did not unnecessarily
complicate his hermeneutic task by taking Bharata’s rasa-axiom as the explicit foundation for his new
poetics. On the other hand, because the vital role of suggestive language is effectively reduced in
theater proper, 157 Abhinava likewise hardly needs or takes recourse to his prior Dhvanyāloka
commentary to reveal systematically the impersonally subjective yet shared nature of aesthetic
delight.158 Though his expositions are lucid, precise, logically laid out—the tone often conversational
witty, even humorous—the novel concepts and pathways he develops, the inner realities described, are
criticisms of reader response theory in the West are inapplicable to the Indian cultivation and celebration of rasa
that long preceded the clarification of its epistemology and ontology in the late emerging discipline of aesthetics.
This thickheaded inability to grasp rasa as shared meaning as opposed to ‘subjective’ response is at the crux of
Pollock’s strained attempts to oppose Ānanda to Abhinava.
157
Suggestion, however, is not confined to verbal expression (vācikābhinaya), already conditioned by
intonation, context, etc., but extends to the language of gesture (āṅgikābhinaya). Kūṭiyāṭṭam, the sole surviving
form of classical Sanskrit theater, depends primarily on āṅgikābhinaya to project and animate dynamic emotional
portraits of characters, their interactions and surroundings to the extent of gestural language becoming reflexive,
playing on itself and on audience expectations. “[Kulasekhara] was not satisfied with the prevailing mode of
presenting Sanskrit plays. The audience already knew the story. He knew that a mere retelling of the story would
not satisfy a true spectator. He wanted to substitute the retelling with something new. It was then that he heard of
a new doctrine of dhvani expounded by Ānandavardhana in Kashmir developed for poetry. Excited by its potential
for unlimited meanings, he introduced dhvani to the theatre. The actor, instead of imitating, began to interpret
and narrate. This instilled new life to the frozen stage” (KG Paulose in his Introduction to Margi Madhu Chakyar,
Kūṭiyāṭṭam & Kerala Temples, 2015, p. xiv). For this reason, more conservative Kerala critics have charged this
regional development, which neglects action-oriented plays like the Mṛcchakaṭikā and Mudrārākṣasam, with
“killing (Bharata’s) drama to nurture its poetry.”
158
Because Abhinava hardly discusses dhvani in his NŚ commentary, Pollock speculates that he had
quietly outgrown the now problematic notion that he had earlier stoutly defended. “It is therefore at once
surprising and unsurprising to realize how rarely Abhinava refers to ‘manifestation’ or its synonym ‘implicature’ in
his later New Dramatic Art. He only mentions the idea in passing, and nowhere offers anything remotely
approaching a full exposition, certainly nothing on the scale found in the synopsis of his theory that Ruyyaka,
writing a century later and a half later (and almost certainly in ignorance of The New Dramatic Art), provides […].
This silence is surprising not only because manifestation/implicature is core to his view in in The Eye but also
because that would be the terminology adopted by all later Sanskrit thinkers for the new reader-centered
aesthetics. At the same time, it is unsurprising if we hypothesize, perfectly reasonably, not only that Abhinava
found his earlier notions to be of diminished importance for a commentary on the Treatise on Drama but also
that his own theory had matured, unrecognized though this possibility may be in the secondary literature—and
even in the Sanskrit intellectual tradition. […]” (Rasa 189). Such silent passing over of abandoned theories without
due amends is rather the intellectually dishonest modus operandi of the Western Indologist (Malhotra, Sanskrit)
rather than of the Hindu commentator whom they now aim to (mis-) interpret.
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complex, subtle and challenging to those approaching them with preconceived categories, whether
indigenous or alien. The scribal errors that have crept into the extant manuscripts can often be traced
back to such difficulties in making sense of the flow of his thought and its far-flung resonances. This has
been compounded by the elliptical manner of key (esoteric) pronouncements—rooted in hidden depths
and pregnant with unsuspected possibilities—exemplified here so well by those on hāsyābhāsa and its
deployment by the vidūṣaka. Subsequent Hindu tradition seems to have been so subjugated by the
overwhelming edifice of Abhinava’s thought as to be unable to question its particulars for fear of
debasing the polymath sage from his well-deserved pedestal. Western scholars unable or unwilling to
apply themselves wholly toward fathoming its intricacies persist in putting words into his mouth,
translating their own incomprehension into his confusion, or simply dismiss his thought and expression
as obscure.159 This essay is based on the long-held and repeatedly borne out conviction that it is possible
and desirable to interrogate, respectfully, the inner architecture of his edifice to tease out the hidden
principles for consolidating, extending, adapting and refining his insights for our shared global future.160

159

“Two important cautions need to be offered to anyone confronting Abhinava’s aesthetics for the first
time. His thinking is subtle, sometimes counterintuitive, and he expresses his thoughts in a style virtually unique
among Sanskrit authors for its Hegelian syntactical complexity and Heideggerian semantic idiosyncrasy. Frequently
this style is refreshing; sometimes it is turbid as well as turgid; occasionally it is maddening. Added to this (and
possibly as a result of it), his major work on aesthetics suffered terribly in the course of transmission. In a real
sense, it is far too early in the history of Abhinavagupta studies for anyone to presume to describe his theory with
any precision, let alone completeness. What follows is an attempt merely to capture in as an intelligible manner as
I can some important themes, drawn from Abhinava’s principal exposition of his aesthetic doctrine and from more
peripheral but still illuminating discussions. I have sometimes left material standing that I do not always fully grasp
myself, in the hope of contributing to a better understanding in the fullness of time” (Pollock, Rasa 193). Pollock’s
own keynote address (April 29, 2016) on ‘liberation philology’ was an exercise in pompous obfuscation, peppered
with imprecations against Rajiv Malhotra; a fellow American scholar seated beside me wryly observed that the
meaning of ‘philology’ had been so over-extended as to mean nothing at all. Of course, no questions were allowed
from the floor after such a momentous quasi-Mosaic ‘Revelation’ (see note 145 above). David Shulman, the second
occupant of the prestigious Vivekananda Chair at University of Chicago, cited the ‘authority’ of Alexis Sanderson to
up the ante publicly on 06 Nov. 2017 before an audience primarily composed of UC Indologists to the effect that
Abhinava was pedantic, boring, uninteresting and hence overrated (my voice recorder unfortunately ran out of
battery power or I’d have the exact words). I asked him privately after the official exchanges (since he studiously
avoided allowing me to intervene again) what else to expect from a Western scholar who, already early in his
career, has ‘joked’ that had he met Abhinava in Kashmir the latter would be trying to sell him a carpet.
160
“After having demolished the views of his predecessors on the nature of rasa, it is with these verses
that Abhinavagupta introduces his own synthesis. I recited the first two lines, in response to George Cardona’s
demonstration at the Indic Colloquium of the palpable tension between adherence to tradition and independent
critical thinking animating the Sanskrit commentators (especially on grammar) starting with Patañjali, to emphasize
that—far from being mutually opposed—Abhinava saw collective tradition and individual originality locked in
creative tension, embracing each other in the spiraling dance of a virtuous cycle of (self-) discovery. Arindam
Chakrabarti subsequently approached us to express his gratitude for my having so meaningfully translated the first
line—I had unwittingly but correctly repeated the ‘why’ (kim) thereby splitting it into two symmetrically opposed
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Bharata’s rasa schema, which serves to bridge the Vedic consumption of the unique Soma and
the multiplicity of worldly emotions (bhāva), paradoxically partakes of both, letting us thereby enjoy the
sacred inner bliss of the lost elixir through its kaleidoscopic refraction in the tumultuous interactions
projected onto the profane stage (N. R. Lidova, Rasa). Introducing the uniquely Indian distinction
between rasa (NŚ chapter 6) and bhāva (7)—even treating them in separate though consecutive
chapters—facilitated the ‘secularization’ of theater allowing everyone regardless of sectarian affiliation
to relish its emotional content without feeling obliged to spiritualize their experience in any way.
Buddhists, Jains, regional tribes even to the east of Indian shores, foreign invaders from the northwest,
eventually Muslims and atheists, could not only partake but produce their own creative works exploiting
and adapting the canon, to their own (anti-) religious frameworks.161 However, the sacred notations of
(the soma-) rasa were not only carefully conserved by Bharata along with the Vedic cosmogony in the
preliminaries and the underlying sacrificial framework, but systematically and ingeniously applied by
Hindu playwrights as evidenced here by The Little Clay Cart. Unlike the future enjoyment of ‘heaven’
(svarga) that undergirds Bhaṭṭa Nāyaka’s above arguments by linguistic analogy, the Vedic sacrificers
also consumed Soma to enjoy divine ecstasy here and now, just as the connoisseurs of profane theater
are transported out-of-themselves by the taste of rasa.162 The hallucinogenic juice of the plant had been

halves (samvid-vikāse (kim) adhigatāgamatvam]—that had never made sense to him or to any of the Sanskrit
scholars he had discussed it with in Benares. If Abhinava had as it were ‘revealed’ his intentions to me, I ventured,
it would be because of my humility before the received text, the expectation of an overdose of sense even in (the)
seeming nonsense (of the vidūṣaka). But then we have ‘authorities’ on ‘Kashmir Shaivism’ who can get away with
their doctorate on the explicit presupposition that ‘Abhinavagupta, being Indian, does not see the contradictions
of his own thought’ (André Padoux). Not only is this the implicit foundation of the (increasingly politically
motivated) intellectual arrogance of the ‘patent’ mediocrity that reigns over so much of Western Indology,
everything is done to ensure that these ‘contradictions’ in the ‘voice of India’ are never resolved.” This paragraph
ought to have concluded note 2 on p.9 (Visuvalingam, Abhinavagupta), but was left out by the editors in Delhi.
161
While rightly charting this cosmopolitan secularization across South and Southeast Asia of not only
rasa, but of poetics, theater, aesthetics and the very ‘language of the gods’, Pollock (Sanskrit) exaggerates the
extent to which this cultural movement broke away from and stood in opposition to Brahmanism. Whatever
resistance the Vedic brahmins may have initially put up against the sociohistorical inevitability imposed by
expansive geographical acculturation, they seem to have eventually seized the initiative, as evidenced here by
Bharata’s treatment of rasa and Śūdraka’s embrace of irreverent humor.
162
Rajiv Malhotra’s insistence (Sanskrit *202-221) on making Pollock answerable for systematically
secularizing Sanskrit literature and the rasa-experience by severing its continued intimate links with Vedic tradition
is therefore both necessary and timely. For such ‘scholarly’ stances are integral to American Indology’s political
agenda of appropriating Hindu cultural treasures while minimizing and denigrating their religious provenance. “To
reiterate, [Pollock’s] approach is to consider all the important historical developments strictly from the point of
view of politics and social domination. He ignores that any legitimate quest for spiritual wisdom could have driven
these cultural developments” (202). “To make his political frame logical and consistent, he had to remove the
sacred aspect as that would interfere with his focus on power. This maneuver was a defining moment in the rise of
American Orientalism” (205-206). “It becomes clear that his views have shifted recently after remaining fixed for
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just the catalyst to accede to an innate transcendental bliss that was now sought after through distilling
our raw emotions through the cognitive sieve of the dramatic representation. Parallel to the theater, the
understanding of innate rapture (camatkāra) circulating as a quasi-bodily substance (soma-rasa) was
transmitted underground to find explicit expression in Abhinavagupta’s esoteric writings, where all
sensory intake is assimilated to ‘sacrificial’ food (jñānam annam) offered up to the blazing ‘gastric’ fire
of (Self-) Consciousness. The ancient quest for the Soma has been stubbornly conserved even at the
ridiculous price of disguising it as the coveted sweetmeats (modaka) of the gluttonous great brahmin,
thereby revealing it to be accessible only through a transgressive mode of sacrality. 163 The
Mṛcchakaṭikā aptly begins with the Vidūṣaka lamenting the loss of his modakas that Cārudatta, the
impoverished sacrificer, ultimately regains through means as much Tantric as Vedic.
The Little Clay Cart—despite being a cultural artifact shaped through and through by a
rasa-sensibility—is probably the most translated, adapted, performed and appreciated classical
‘Sanskrit’ play outside of the subcontinent, precisely because of the universal appeal of its profane
characters, themes and intrigue. 164 Other than for eros (śṛṅgāra) and pathos (karuṇa), its wide
nearly thirty years. But he still cannot afford to revise them adequately as that would call into question his entire
life work. The main point I wish to bring out in the table is that he has tried to erase or minimize the spiritual
dimension of kāvya by trying to disconnect the Vedas, Nāțya Śāstra and the subsequent writers of kāvya theory.
This way he can claim to show that kāvya was originally a secular development and thereby situate it as a political
tool. Only recently has he acknowledged the spiritual aspect of rasa, and even now he sidelines its relevance in the
earlier periods of history” (206). theories. Abhinavagupta used the formulations of Nāțya Śāstra to develop his
bhāva-rasa theory in the framework of the Shaiva tradition. He put a spotlight on kāvya’s ability to create a
connection between the vyavahārika and paramārthika” (208). “He now acknowledges Abhinavagupta’s work, but
claims it was based on secular Nāțya Śāstra and is hence devoid of the sacred. […] My issue with him is that he
excludes the sacred dimension of rasa and kāvya as something inherent from the very beginning. By doing this he
is undermining the integral unity of kāvya with the rest of the Vedic tradition. His agenda compels him to do this
because he wants to argue that kāvya was strictly political (and hence not spiritual) in nature” (210). Malhotra’s
riposte would be far more effective if he had simply minimized the relevance of the (Christian and) Western
sacred/profane dichotomy to Indian culture and especially aesthetics (Visuvalingam, Hinduism).
163
That the ‘great brahmin’ is the esoteric personification of sacrificial principles and bodily praxis is
evident through his assimilation to Agni-Soma both in theater and the epic: endowed with reddish eyes and tawny
beard he devours the ‘Sweetmeat’ (khāṇḍava) forest amidst Kṛṣṇa-and-Arjuna’s dalliance with their harem
(Visuvalingam, Hinduism 333; 342 and 348 n.37). See also Chalier-Visuvalingam on “Bhairava-Consciousness and
the all-devouring Fire” (Union and Unity 219-220).
164
“Of all the Sanskrit dramas, Mṛcchakaṭikā remains one of the most widely celebrated and oftperformed in the West. The work played a significant role in generating interest in Indian theatre among European
audiences following several successful nineteenth century translations and stage productions, most notably Gérard
de Nerval and Joseph Méry's highly romanticized French adaptation titled Le chariot d'enfant that premiered in
Paris in 1850, as well as a critically acclaimed ‘anarchist’ interpretation by Victor Barrucand called Le chariot de
terre cuite that was produced by the Théâtre de l'Œuvre in 1895. […] Play adaptions: The play was translated into
English, notably by Arthur W. Ryder in 1905 as The Little Clay Cart. (It had previously been translated as The Toy
Cart by Horace Hayman Wilson in 1826.) Ryder's version was enacted at the Hearst Greek Theatre in Berkeley in
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emotional spectrum could be enjoyed, already within its traditional Indian context, without being
overly constrained by the strictures of rasa-genesis that in principle requires complete identification
(tanmayībhavana) with the dramatis personae (see note 139 above). Except perhaps for the extended
lyrical outburst (Act V) ushering in the love union, there is little here of the delicacy of erotic sentiment
to be squeezed out from Amaru’s verses. Cārudatta’s plight (X) could just as well evoke (shared
Aristotelian) ‘pity’ alongside the intended pathos. Humor and laughter, above all, would have been least
constricted by cultural boundaries, especially in a judicious foreign adaptation, for the distinction
between hāsya and hāsa is relatively blurred already within the rasa-aesthetic.165 Is this an admission
that its Western audiences have been simply ‘responding’ individually in watered-down simulacra of the
‘original’ more authentic Indian rasa-experience? Modern literary criticism has rightly depreciated
attempts to evaluate (Western) works of art in terms of the varied, arbitrary, subjective feelings
evoked.166 Even where distinctly recognizable and widely shared feelings are generated, the primary
interest may well lie elsewhere: social critique or advocacy, fictionalized history or biography, exploring
abstract ideas, imagining new worlds, playing with and confounding audience expectations, etc. On the
other hand, the universally valid mechanisms of rasa-genesis have been formulated and applied within

1907, and in New York City in 1924 at the Neighborhood Playhouse, which was then an off-Broadway theatre, at
the Theater de Lys in 1953, and at the Potboiler Art Theater in Los Angeles in 1926, when it featured actors such as
James A. Marcus, Symona Boniface and Gale Gordon. The play has been adapted in several Indian languages and
performed by various theatre groups and directors, like Habib Tanvir. […] Film adaptations: The first silent film of
Kannada film industry, Mṛcchakaṭikā (Vasantasenā) (1931), starring Kamaladevi Chattopadhyay, Vasantasenā, a
1941 Indian Kannada film directed by Ramayyar Shirur, and Utsav, a 1984 Hindi Bollywood film by Girish Karnad
was based on an adaptation of this play. […] The Indian play depicted in the 2001 film Moulin Rouge, "Spectacular
Spectacular," may have been based on The Little Clay Cart” (Wikipedia).
165
“Abhinava adds, however, that onstage ‘humor’ (hāsya) can provoke unmediated laughter (hāsa) just
as directly as mundane jokes cracked around the water cooler: is stand-up comedy a fine art or a shared exercise in
profanity? Even while shoring up the sui generis nature of the aesthetic experience, Abhinava explicitly extends
this blurring in practice to all the other rasas, excepting love and pathos, and thereby acknowledges that
differentiating, from the emotional perspective, between theater and the world is more problematic than
theorized. […]” (Visuvalingam, Hinduism 345 n.18).
166
“Reading with emotion in the modern West was until recently viewed as a fallacy—indeed, it was
called the ‘Affective Fallacy.’ Even before W.K. Wimsatt and Monroe Beardsley coined the phrase in their wellknown essay, René Welleck sought to proscribe the ‘emotive’ criticism of literature, reducing it to ‘the labeling of
works of art by emotional terms like “joyful,” “gay,” “melancholy,” and so forth,’ and denying that ‘even if we
define these emotions as closely as we can, we are still quite removed from the specific object which induced
them.’ Emotion ‘has nothing to do with the actual object’ of literary study […]. For Wimsatt and Beardsley,
attempting to understand what a poem is from what a poem does, far from being a route to overcome the
obstacles to objective criticism, actually leads ‘away from criticism and from poetry’ towards impressionism and
relativism. What counts is referential meaning, not emotion: ‘It may well be that the contemplation of this object,
or pattern of emotive knowledge, which is the poem, is the ground for some ultimate emotional state which may
be termed aesthetic…But it is no concern of criticism, no part of criteria.’” (Pollock, Rasa 44-45).
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an axiological framework specific to traditional Hindu culture.167 Great caution must therefore be
exercised in applying rasa-criteria even to the powerful emotions still evoked, now worldwide, by
Shakespeare.168 Our enjoyment of and interest in modern novels, theater and cinema is nevertheless
largely a function of their emotional content, even if these rasa-oriented mechanisms operate
intermittently, inconsistently and unconsciously.169 From its inception, the dhvani-hierarchy allowed for
(suggestion including that of) rasa to be subordinated (see note 21 above) to other (literal and
figurative) meanings and things (vastu). Sustained exposure to rasa-literature, as exemplified by
Śūdraka’s masterpiece, resulted in large tracts of ‘native’ South, South-East and Central Asia becoming
imbued with an ‘Indianized’ cosmopolitan sensibility.170 The spreading collapse of ideological
frameworks and cherished values across our increasingly nihilistic postmodernity offers favorable terrain
for a collective return to the global primacy of emotional culture, for the epochal resuscitation of rasa
practice and theory in novel, perhaps scarcely recognizable, forms.171 The Little Clay Cart has basked in
167

“Bharata’s sacrosanct rasa-taxonomy is best understood as the millennial reflection of a collective
enterprise to harness the raw ineffability of our emotional nature within the larger project of an axiological schema
governing the (otherwise unruly) drama of (‘Hindu’) life. Abhinava helps us extract from this traditional (and
otherwise contingent) schema its hidden aesthetic principles in order to explore the universal validity of its
underlying ‘metapsychology’” (Visuvalingam, Abhinavagupta 20-21).
168
“There is a proclivity in a certain strain of postcolonial thought to assert claims in conceptual priority:
the precolony is always supposed to have preempted colonialism in its theoretical understanding of the world. This
is demonstrated for classical Indian aesthetics by awarding it a kind of superior insight and universal applicability
(“Rasa in Shakespeare” is the genre of study I have in mind). To understand rasa as a historical form of thought,
however, as I try to enable the reader of this Reader to do, is to confront a theory clearly contingent on a
nonmodern worldview and understanding of literary art. Its full conceptualization is intimately tied to a number of
primary, uncontested, and largely nontransferable Indian presuppositions […] That said, rasa theory does offer an
account of widely shared mental processes and an analytical procedure that enables us here and now to think
through more clearly and talk more precisely about features of our own aesthetic experience for which we have no
ready-to-hand concepts or language. Even more fundamentally, it allows us to admit that we have such
experiences in the first place” (Pollock, Rasa 44).
169
By avoiding the above pitfalls through hasty parallels, the ongoing initiatives of young scholars—such
as Prachand Praveer in world-cinema (and primarily through the Hindi medium)—to discover the operation of
rasa-principles in non-Indian artforms could thus open new vistas even for foreign audiences.
170
Pollock has himself demonstrated this in his magnum opus (Sanskrit). “Because the earliest and
sustained examples of kāvya are found in royal inscriptions that are panegyrics to the cosmopolitan aesthetic of
power, Sheldon Pollock paints a secularized picture of Sanskrit literature and its exemplary appeal across
(Southern) Asia. ‘Hindu’ aesthetics would be another misnomer for it has been also cultivated by not just Jainas
and Buddhists, but also Muslims and Christians, by foreign conquerors from the northwest and cultural vassals to
the southeast, all on the road to becoming Indians, and mostly in a trans-sectarian spirit that also embraced the
worldly minded. […] the cultivation of rasa—through a tradition of martial arts even today by Javanese Muslims—
remains suffused by a transcendental dimension.” (Visuvalingam, Hinduism 337-338).
171
“Contemporary (‘western’) culture is defined instead by a fragmentation of not just theory but also of
the corresponding practice and the resulting experience. […] So long as the language of art depends on the powers
of signification and especially in their ability to evoke, fathom, and transform human emotions, the Indian legacy
remains an incomparable resource for the aesthetics of the future” (Visuvalingam, Abhinavagupta 45-48). “In the
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the favor of globalizing secular modernity precisely because its sacrificial framework and intent
had remained carefully hidden.
Keeping the sacrificial and profane registers internally coherent yet strictly separate, while
ensuring meaningful linkages between the two at critical junctures (sandhi) must have imposed
severe technical constraints demanding exceptional creativity.172 Starting already from its initial
public staging, this achievement would have escaped the notice of even traditional audiences
mostly unaware of its esoteric motivation and methods. Vedic yajña is perceived and undertaken as
a precisely scripted ritual drama bestowing ‘heaven’ (svarga) and hence necessarily disjoined from the
vicissitudes of our everyday world. This (doubly) ‘profane’ (prakaraṇa) play instead ‘deconstructs’ the
sacrality by exposing and mapping its rootedness in our animal nature. Nowhere is this more apparent
than in its transparent treatment of the predetermined human victim as the foundational scapegoat for
our collective violence. More than (a mere) ‘performance’ (prayoga) based on established (NŚ)
principles of dramaturgy, the Mṛcchakaṭikā offers—to those of us now able to read between its
lines—a universal theory of sacrifice that has far-reaching implications for comparative religion
and for the ‘senseless’ generalization of (internecine) conflict we are witnessing today. Recognizing

last decade, there has been growing unease with these grand dismissals. Emotion, in literary criticism,
philosophical aesthetics, and even social theory, is staging something of an insurgency, with the rise of an
‘affective turn’ prompting new histories of the emotions, new studies of the emotions in history, and new cognitive
theories of the emotions. And here rasa theory and its history may have some role to play. The theory offers an
acute dissection of the elements that produce—as they undeniably produce—emotion in the literary artwork, and
a perceptive analysis of the psychological process of viewer or reader response, while the very disputes that
marked the theory’s historical development contain a whole universe of enduring, contending assessments. In the
best of cases it may even help unlearn old modes of reading while gaining new ones, to better understand what it
means to experience art and hence be a full human being” (Pollock, Rasa 45)
172
“Any discussion of the ‘religious’ uses of art must necessarily begin with a closer examination of the
opposition between the ‘sacred’ and the ‘profane,’ the applicability of which to the Hindu context is problematic.
Demarcation in terms of activity (worship), setting (temple), content (depicting deities), intent (spiritual
edification), and so on—that may be readily applied in the Abrahamic and modern secularized cultures—is less
reliable in Indian aesthetics, precisely because the latter often hovers ambiguously between transcendent values
and worldly pursuits, while sometimes claiming to constitute a third and distinct domain. It may be legitimately
argued that Hindu aesthetics, which has shaped the Indic sensibility as a whole, has been mostly about bridging
the distance between the religious and the worldly. The two perspectives are often superposed, such that the
artistry may consist in playing upon the opposed registers, sometimes holding them together even while keeping
them scrupulously apart, and at other times refusing to recognize the very distinction. This is best illustrated by the
deployment of (the semblance of profane) ‘humor’ (hāsya) around the (ritual) clown (vidūṣaka) of the Sanskrit
theater, whose obvious purpose is vulgar entertainment, though his stereotyped role and characterization is
intelligible only in terms of a sacred function.” (Visuvalingam, Hinduism 327; cf. online abstract).
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the inherently vicious nature of man (Visuvalingam, Dīkṣita 434-435)173—the Śakāra concealed
within—our religious traditions have attempted to contain, channel and neutralize , each in
furtherance of its own larger collective project, the primordial violence upon which all societies
without exception are founded (Visuvalingam, Violence 85-94). Even where the materiality of
Abrahamic sacrifice has been rendered obsolete or outright rejected, its semiotics remains at the
core of these rival offshoots.174 Whatever their (mutual) accommodations and concessions, these
religious outlooks remain intrinsically at odds with both ‘pagan’ antiquity and secular modernity,
the latter epitomized by the profane celebration of the performing arts and the reign of irreverent
laughter. 175 Ancient Greek theater continues to be adapted, enacted and cinematized, but its
sacrificial themes and derivation are now of secondary interest at best, obscured by its human
drama. They are instead seen as archetypal illustrations, even unwitting confirmations, for modern
depth psychology or sociology of the scapegoat. 176 Śūdraka’s tragicomic masterpiece shatters the
reigning ‘humanist’ myth through its ‘sacrilegious’ (semblance of) humor, even as it facilitates the
emergence of a shared sacrificial platform for the religious traditions to resolve their differences.

173

“Vice is the profound truth and heart of Man” (Georges Bataille). “Archaic religion was universally
centered on a deliberate, but carefully delimited, though often violent transgression which, in the founding
mechanism of the sacrifice, even assumed the form of ritual(ized) murder. Having posed the problem as to
whether the instincts that seek and find expression in these sacralized transgressions could possibly be eradicated
in the course of human progress or ‘if it is a question on the contrary of a sovereign and irreducible part of man,
but which would hide itself from his consciousness? if in a word it is a question of his heart ...?’ (loc. cit.), Bataille
himself is inclined to the latter view that, to use Indian terminology, the organized sát aspect of life is founded on
the original but suppressed chaos ásat which, as the ultimate truth of man's humanity, must be given conscious
but circumscribed expression within this very order itself” (Visuvalingam, Dīkṣita 434-435). The Vidūṣaka
repeatedly assimilates the crookedness of his staff (kuṭilaka) to the evil in the villain’s (and in his own) heart.
174
Though the sacrificial cult ceased to be the center of Jewish life after the destruction of the Jerusalem
Temple, it remains a constant symbolic reference in ritual observances across the diaspora. Christianity abolished
animal sacrifice only to elevate the crucified ‘Lamb of God’ into the interiorized crux of its universalizing faith. The
worldwide unity of an otherwise heterogeneous Islam still depends on the Meccan pilgrimage that culminates in
stoning the Devil himself, scapegoated for attempting to dissuade Abraham, his wife Hagar and their son Ishmael
from ‘voluntarily’ carrying out Allah’s command to sacrifice.
175
A symposium on "Irreverence and the Sacred: Critical Studies in the History of Religion" (Nov. 4-6,
2016) was held at University of Chicago to celebrate the work of Prof. Bruce Lincoln. The quasi-religious fanaticism
with which contemporary ‘secular’ ideologies, such as neoliberalism, pursue genocidal agendas under the banner
of ‘human rights’ and ‘humanitarian intervention’ is largely spared such debunking, except when the collective
self-image becomes intolerable due to cognitive dissonance under the likes of Bush Jr. and Donald Trump.
176
The debate between Freud’s sex-centrism and Girard’s violence-centrism thus also hinges around the
interpretation of Greek dramas such as Oedipus Rex. Whereas some Western Indologists resort to the Oedipus
complex, etc., to decipher exotic expressions of Indian myth, ritual and behavior, Jeffrey Masson—an American
pioneer in the modern study of Abhinavagupta’s aesthetics—shook up psychoanalytic orthodoxy by claiming,
based on (his understanding of) Prajāpati’s primordial incest, the primacy of the father-daughter relationship that
Freud would have initially discovered then sought to suppress. By demonstrating the self-consciously sacrificial aim
and procedures of the Mṛcchakaṭikā, this essay aims to reverse the gaze from an informed Hindu perspective.
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