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From the fifteenth century onward, the Bhagavata Purana (seventh century?)
attained unprecedented popularity in northern India. In the Braj country Vaisnava
sects centered on Krsna made the Sanskrit Bhagavata Purana their foundational text
and assigned to it the rank of the fifth Veda, in effect endowing it with the authority
of the Veda. Accordingly, the Purana was also subjected to Vedic exegesis. Novel
ways of viewing the relationship of Krsna and the world through the prism of bhakti
evolved, while Vedic orthodoxy was claimed for the text. This scholarly approach,
articulated in Sanskrit, was a tour de force, taking off from the widespread
popularity of the Krsna theme and its Puranic and other antecedents. At the same
time the Krsna theme, and particularly the Bhdgavata Purana, flourished in
vernacular literatures and found expression in visual art, drama, and music.

Krsna bhakti became the recipient of imperial and subimperial patronage. Rajput
dynasties complemented the multilayered religious foundations of their rule by
Vaisnavism. Courts and court poets engaged with the vernacular poetry on the Krsna
theme. Krsna bhakti attained orthodox respectability thanks to the efforts of sectarian
theologians who by the quasi-Vedic strategies taken in their commentaries strove to
put it on a par with the nonsectarian, Smarta scholarship. Well connected as locales of
Krsna bhakti, the Rajpit courts were also inextricably connected with the imperial
court, politically and by emulating its Persianate cultural model. This led to the
formation of the Hindu-Persianate culture typical of the early modern period, and the
processes of transmission were embedded in the political interdependence between

< Monika Horstmann
an9 @ix.urz.uni-heidelberg.de

Anand Mishra
anand.mishra@uni-heidelberg.de

Heidelberg University, Heidelberg, Germany

@ Springer


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s11407-018-9220-x&amp;domain=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s11407-018-9220-x&amp;domain=pdf

2 Monika Horstmann, Anand Mishra

the Mughal center and the Hindu kingdoms.' The Hindu scribal castes were potent
transmitters of Persianate culture; known as munshis, they were mostly KhatrTs,
Kayasthas, or Brahmanas.” The munshis recreated and disseminated the Bhdgavata
Purana in Persian and used these versions as devotional texts. To the same scribal
elites can be accredited widely popular vernacular Bhagavatas.’

The Bhagavata Purana emphasizes two facets that can be perceived as central to
its reception: that it represents the essence of Vedanta, and that it is a composition to
be relished. The opening verse portrays the text as a ripe fruit flourishing on the tree
of Nigama, that is, Vedic and Upanisadic knowledge, whose juice should be savored
again and again by the connoisseurs (1.1.3).* Similarly, one of the concluding verses
declares the Bhdagavata Purana to be the essence and summary of the entire
Vedanta. He who is satiated by this elixir does not enjoy anything else (12.13.15).°

At least two major ways of engaging with the Bhagavata Purapa have
characterized its reception: first, attempts to reinforce its place within the body of
authoritative sources (pramana) of Vedanta through the composition of Sanskrit
commentaries and other scholarly treatises; and, second, efforts to render it in new
formats to be relished by connoisseurs. The first category of efforts can be perceived as
a scholastic exercise of applying the established techniques of reasoning in order to
anchor the Bhdagavata Purana within the Vedanta corpus, for example, as the fourth
prasthana, or the fifth Veda. The second category contains new creations of the text.
Here, the original text leaves its linguistic boundaries, its poetical conventions, and
even its overt purposes and enters into the realm of new media of expression—be it a
Brajbhasa rendering, or a reformulation in a very different set of poetical conventions
of Persian poetry, or a representation through a series of miniatures.

The papers gathered in this issue evolved from a workshop held in 2013 at the
South Asia Institute, University of Heidelberg. They address what we have chosen
to call the transcreation of the Bhdgavata Purdana along some of the lines briefly
mentioned: theology, poetry, and art. They address engagement with the Bhagavata
Purana in Sanskrit, Persian, and Brajbhasa and do not but cover a tiny fraction of
the plethora of Bhdgavata Purana treatments. Why is this collection entitled
“Transcreating the Bhdagavata Purana”? The established term “translation” would
actually seem appropriate for Bhdagavata Purana renderings across a broad range of
media. It would no doubt very well cover interlingual renderings of the Sanskrit in
the vernaculars or Persian, and also intersemiotic ones in other media of expression.

The present volume is an attempt to demonstrate that both kinds of efforts, the
scholastic and the artistic presentation, imply innovation, which is essential to keep
a text alive instead of allowing it to stagnate in exercises of intact repetition or mere

! For translators making choices that reflect the form of the Muslim-Hindu encounter particular to their
time and region, see Stewart 2001.

2 See Alam and Subrahmaniam 2004, and Pelld 2014 and 2015: 306-8.
3 For the case of Bhiipati, see Niemann 1981, briefly summarized by Monika Horstmann in this issue.

4 nigama-kalpa-taror galitam phalam Suka-mukhad amrta-drava-samyutam | pibata bhagavatam rasam
alayam muhur aho rasika bhuvi bhavukah | (Bhagavata Purana 1.1.3).

S sarva-vedanta-saram hi $ribhagavatam isyate | tad rasamrta-trptasya nanyatra syad ratih kvacit |
(Bhagavata Purana 12.13.15).
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indexical translation. The vitality of the Bhagavata Purana as a process of its
ongoing innovation justifies the term “transcreation.”

The reason why we chose the term was also to emphasize that the authors we see
at work perceived themselves as creating novel incorporations of the Bhagavata in
theology, literature, or painting. In several of the cases assembled here, the authors
represent themselves as recreated by entering the company of Krsna. By way of a
play on words, one could say that while recreating the Bhdgavata they were
transcreated as Bhdagavatas. As for its literary renderings in the vernacular
Brajbhasa, all the authors of these speak of making the Bhagavata Purana bhasa.
Their intention is not limited to indexical translation.® They mean to achieve a new
creation.’

Except for the case of Amanat Ray’s Persian Bhdgavata Purana (Stefano Pello),
all the vernacular Bhagavatas or poetic performances surrounding the text as they
are united in this collection are based on sectarian Krsna devotion. The various
theological concepts of Pustimargiyas (Neeraja Poddar, Monika Horstmann),
Gaudiyas (Horstmann), or Nimbarkas (Heidi Pauwels, Horstmann) inform the texts.
In the process, literature does not become the handmaiden of theology, but the texts
cannot be dissociated from their theological foundations. It is, therefore, logical that
two papers addressing Vallabhan philosophy and Gaudiya exegesis, respectively,
appear first in this collection.

Anand Mishra in his study of the “Bhagavatarthaprakarana” of Vallabha’s
Tattvarthadipanibandha shows Vallabha’s construction of Krsna as the corporeal
Supreme Self, and thereby the essence of Vedanta. In order to achieve this, Vallabha
establishes the Bhdgavata Purana as an additional and in fact definitive valid means
of knowledge (pramana) next to which range the Upanisads and the Brahmasiitras.
The strategy of reasoning he deploys is the hierarchically layered one of the
grammarians. Phonetics, morphology, and meaning of the text lead to the result that
the Bhagavata Purana comes to represent the corporeal Supreme Self, quintessen-
tially grasped as Bliss, a concept foundational to the Pustimarga theology. That this
concept permeates the pictorial and narrative recreations of the tenth book of the
Bhdgavata Purana is relevant to the topics of the contributions of Neeraja Poddar
and Monika Horstmann.

In the Gaudiya sect, Kiyokazu Okita traces the exegesis on the relationship
between Krsna and the gopis as it was made in commentaries, consecutively by
Ripa Gosvami, Jiva Gosvami, and Visvanatha Cakravarti. Their respective views,
which are far from being consonant, evolved also under the stress of debates within
their sect and in dependence on political circumstances.

Bhagavata Purana is conceived to be relished by the listeners who assemble
together in special gatherings where the story (katha) is narrated by a learned
speaker. The very first chapter of Bhagavata Purana describes such a setting and so
does the third chapter of Bhagavata Mahatmya. Heidi Pauwels provides a detailed

6 For various levels of translations with a focus on South Asian literatures, see Ramanujan 1991.

7 Anuvad as an equivalent of English “translation” is a nonissue here. The early modern translators do not
use the term outside of its traditional semantic field of “repeating,” often in the sense of “rephrasing” with
an exegetical intention. See also Cort 2015.
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account of a similar occasion organized by the poet-prince Savantsingh of
Kisangarh in the monsoon season of 1742. The event is recorded both in the form of
a text, the Srimad-Bhagavata-Parayana-Vidhi-Prakdsa, and in a contemporaneous
miniature, where many of the participant poets can be identified. A far cry from the
Vedic sattras that provide the setting for the original narration of Bhdgavata
Purana, the eighteenth-century recitals reflect the contemporaneous musha ‘irahs
that were entering the poetical landscape of Urdu poetry at that time. As the author
has put forth comprehensively elsewhere (Pauwels 2015), such performances testify
to the Mughal-Rajptt exchange that produced a fused format of bhakti sessions and
poetry contests of the Persianate culture.

Stefano Pello studies the Persian tenth book of the Bhagavata Purana, the Jilwa-
yi zat of 1733, by a disciple of Mirza ‘Abd al-Qadir Bidil (1644-1720), the Khatrt
munshi Amanat Ray. It represents a work in which the Persian lyrical code and its
tropes are hugely expanded from within by the adaptation of Indic poetic forms and
Hindu religious understandings. Thereby the Bhdgavata Purana undergoes a
transformation drawing on a rich intertextuality, with both Persian hypertexts and
poetic forms and Indic ones. The result is a Krsna “comfortably at home in Shiraz as
much as in Mathura.”

The translation of the Brajbhasa tenth book of the Bhagavata Purana, the
“Mahanand” Bhagavata Purana, into painting is studied by Neeraja Poddar, with a
focus on the battle episodes in the latter part of it. The author explores the creative
strategies chosen by the painter to render the action-oriented narrative of the text.
By these, the artist spans out the full range of Krsna’s play, a drama of battle
contrasted with the “calm of home.” The miniature series analyzed by Poddar forms
the rare case of a fully preserved series, in the sense of Vallabha, “a perfect
corporeal Krsna.” Transported into the contemporary art market, that corporeal
perfection is usually found dispersed around the globe as disiecta membra which
raises novel questions regarding the perception of the content and intent of such
artifacts.

Monika Horstmann examines the innovative departures in three different
Brajbhasa renderings of Bhdgavata Purana: namely, by a follower of Vallabha,
Mahanand (completed in 1687); by a Nimbarkan, Brajdasi (between 1749 and
1755); and by a follower of Caitanya, Vaisnavadas “Rasjani” (between 1765 and
1774). The authors of all three works enter their respective texts themselves by
some device or other, and they perceive themselves elevated to the inspiration that is
required to compose a novel piece of poetry. One of the authors, Vaisnavadas
Rasjani, addresses the issue of creative originality expressly in poetological terms.

Ravi Gupta’s article dramatically highlights some of the issues raised in the
contributions of Horstmann and Pello regarding the task of translation of Bhagavata
Purdna based on his first-hand experience of translating it into English. While
acknowledging the contemporary approaches of vernacular retelling and commen-
tary, Gupta pleads for undertaking the process of translation as an act of teaching.
The act of teaching, according to him, is the very method of composition of the
Bhagavata Purana itself, a method which closely parallels Upanisadic practices.
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