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Abstract

Asking the simple question of why writers in one language commented on works composed in
another opens up a set of questions and problems for thinking through the relationships between
languages and literary cultures and their development over time. The archive of Hindi literature—a
set of literary vernaculars that came into use at the end of the fourteenth century and were assimi-
lated into the modern standard language of Hindi during the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries—contains a wealth of commentarial literature, including commentaries in which Hindi
writers commented on texts in Sanskrit—the privileged ‘cosmopolitan’ language of literature,
science, and scripture. Despite the ubiquity of such commentaries, they have received almost no
attention from modern scholars—the result of certain nationalist modes of literary historiography
that counterpose Hindi and Sanskrit. This article attempts a preliminary history of commentarial
writing in Hindi, outlining the motivations, strategies, and techniques behind different types of
commentaries that were composed during the fifteenth to eighteenth centuries. Even this brief sur-
vey of commentarial writings reveals not only how writers thought about the relationship between
Hindi and Sanskrit—which they understood to be two distinct species or modes of language—but
also the techniques and operations through which they created new lexicons and metalanguages in
the vernacular of Hindi. These commentaries reflect a type of renaissance that occurred during the
sixteenth to eighteenth centuries in northern India, characterised by new types of interpretive and
analytical engagements with ‘classical’ works.
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This article springs from an ostensibly simple question: Why did early modern writers
who were composing in one language—the literary vernacular of Hindi—feel the need
to comment on works composed in another language: Sanskrit?1 That many poets, scho-
lars, monks, and gurus felt the need to do so is witnessed by the large number of such
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1 In this article, I use the term ‘Hindi’ to refer to a constellation of mutually intelligible literary vernaculars
that were used in north India from the fourteenth century onward and that were also known by other names
during the precolonial period, including bhāṣā, bhākhā, hindavī, brajabhāṣā, and purabī, and which are distinct
from the modern, ‘standard’ (mānak) language that has been used from the nineteenth century under the
term ‘Hindi’. The only term consistently used for these various literary dialects throughout the period under
consideration was bhāṣā, and so I use this term most frequently in what follows. References to modern, post-
colonial writings in ‘Hindi’ should be understood to refer the modern language. A more detailed rationale for

JRAS, Series 3 (2024), 1–25
doi:10.1017/S1356186324000464

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1356186324000464 Published online by Cambridge University Press

mailto:twwilliams@uchicago.edu
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog?doi=https://doi.org/10.1017/S1356186324000464&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1356186324000464


commentarial works that we find in Hindi dating from the turn of the sixteenth century
all the way up to the mid-twentieth. These writers composed commentaries on all manner
of works in Sanskrit—the language that, since the first century of the Common Era, had
enjoyed a broadly accepted (though certainly not uncontested) status as the privileged
medium for literary, intellectual, and religious expression in northern India; these
included works of literature, epics, religious narratives, hagiographies, and scholastic trea-
tises on every subject from metaphysics to astrology to veterinary science.

Hindi commentaries on Sanskrit works have been almost completely ignored by mod-
ern scholars but can shed considerable light on one of the most persistent questions
regarding the history of language and literature in South Asia: How did vernaculars or
‘languages of place’ (deśa-bhāṣā) come to complement and even supplant Sanskrit as
the preferred medium of literary and intellectual discourse in the second millennium?
The dominant stream of Hindi literary history in the twentieth century attributed the
decline of Sanskrit to the establishment of Islamicate Sultanates in the region and the
enervation and corruption of Brahminical intellectual traditions while characterising
the emergence of Hindi literature as the triumph of a popular, egalitarian consciousness
and culture.2 In this narrative, the pioneers of Hindi literature—exemplified most spec-
tacularly in the figures of the religious ‘saint-poets’ of the fifteenth to seventeenth cen-
turies—freed literary and religious knowledge systems from the stranglehold of
Sanskrit-literate, Brahminical elites. At the same time, the nationalist imperative to
recover and emphasise the popular or national literary culture—encapsulated in the fig-
ure of the enduring Hindi-speaking jāti (nation) or janatā (public)—caused twentieth-
century Hindi scholars to celebrate the new, the fresh, and the popular while devaluing
anything deemed derivative, archaic, or elite.3 Precolonial Hindi commentaries on
Sanskrit works were an inevitable casualty of this attitude: how could rehashes or expla-
nations of Sanskrit works possibly possess the novelty or egalitarian spirit that were the
hallmarks of vernacular literature? Consequently, no monograph-length study of the
genre has ever been published and I have been able to identify fewer than a dozen pub-
lications that present material from precolonial commentaries (only one of which con-
tains a critical edition of a commentarial work).4

The past few decades have seen a reassessment of the process through which Hindi and
other South Asian vernaculars became mediums of literary and intellectual production—a
process that Sheldon Pollock has dubbed ‘vernacularization’. Pollock and others have
argued that the elevation of vernaculars to the status of ‘workly’ languages capable of
conveying literature and scholarship was primarily an elite, courtly project that was

referring to the precolonial literary vernaculars of north India collectively as ‘Hindi’ may be found in
T. W. Williams, If All the World Were Paper: A History of Writing in Hindi (New York, 2024), pp. 6–7.

2 This thesis was first articulated in its entirety by Rāmacandra Śukla in his seminal work, Hindī Sāhitya Kā
Itihās (History of Hindi Literature, 1929/1940), though elements of this argument may be found in earlier writings
on Hindi by the philologist George Grierson and the Mishrabandhu brothers; see R. Śukla, Hindī Sāhitya Kā Itihās
(Kashi, revised edition of 1940), pp. 60–62.

3 On the idea of the Hindi nation and its role in the formation of a Hindi public sphere, see F. Orsini, The Hindi
Public Sphere 1920–1940: Language and Literature in the Age of Nationalism (New Delhi, 2002), pp. 175–203. On the
devaluation of precolonial Hindi genres in nationalist historiography, see A. Busch, Poetry of Kings: The Classical
Hindi Literature of Mughal India (New York, 2011), pp. 10–17. Representative articulations of the idea of a transhis-
torical ‘Hindi nation’ may be found in Śyāmasundar Dās, Hindī Sāhitya (Prayag, 1956), pp. 6–9; and Dhīrendra
Varmā, Hindī-Rāṣṭra, Yā, Sūbā Hindustān (Prayag, 1930), pp. 40–57.

4 The only critical edition of a commentarial work in Hindi is, arguably, R. S. McGregor, The Language of Indrajit
of Orchā: A Study of Early Braj Bhāsā Prose (London, 1968), though the paucity of manuscript witnesses makes the
monograph more of an annotated study than a critical edition. Caturadās’s commentary on the eleventh book of
the Bhāgavata Purāṇa (which is examined in this article) has been published by Prabhākar Bhānudās Māṇḍe and
Kāśīnāth Bhaṭṭācārya as Bhāgavata Ekādasa Skandha Bhāshā Ṭīkā (Pune, 1967).
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intended to change the idiom and imaginary of political and cultural power (and only
later, and in a secondary sense, became a popular, religiously inflected cultural project).5

In this narrative, the pioneers of Hindi made the vernacular into a literary language by
emulating models supplied by the superposed ‘cosmopolitan’ language of Sanskrit. Yet
other scholars have argued that north India has always been multilingual and that
the spread of Hindi literature in the early modern period was one more iteration of
this multilingual literary culture.6

A close study of Hindi commentaries on Sanskrit works reveals that the rise of Hindi
literature was neither purely an egalitarian project designed to democratise access to
knowledge systems nor an elite cultural practice that simply emulated existing models
in Sanskrit. Commentaries of the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries can reveal salient
aspects of vernacularisation if we ask the simple question of what these commentaries
are supposed to do. This means enquiring not only into immediate and local motivations
and concerns—namely the intellectual, literary, aesthetic, religious, or political habitus of
individual authors and texts—but also the broader intellectual, linguistic, and aesthetic
projects in which they took part. Investigating this question reveals that what a commen-
tary is supposed to do depends, perhaps first and foremost, upon how many and which
languages are being employed. In the case of Hindi commentaries on Sanskrit works,
prevailing understandings regarding the respective natures of the two languages and
their relationship with one another structured what was possible and ‘useful’ in a com-
mentary. In particular, these understandings made possible several different types of
commentarial ‘responses’ to a source text but precluded the possibility of ‘translation’.
The history that emerges from this study is consequently neither a narrative of linguistic
displacement nor literary imitation, but rather the story of a renaissance in which intel-
lectuals and litterateurs of early modern north India continued to read the Sanskrit clas-
sics in and through Hindi.

The archive: 300 years of commentarial writing in Hindi

Modern scholarship’s neglect of precolonial commentarial literature in Hindi is striking
given that the modern inheritor of that commentarial writing tradition is hiding in
plain sight. On the platforms of every major train station in north India, one finds copies
of the religious classics in Sanskrit for sale; these publications invariably include a ṭīkā
(commentary), bhāṣya (exegesis), or anuvāda (translation) in Hindi.7 Editions of Sanskrit
works of literature, philosophy, and science that are read by university students in
north India often include a chāyā (lit. ‘shadow’, a literal or rough translation) in Hindi.
The publications of various religious communities and organisations, yoga schools, and
gurus present excerpts from Sanskrit works with translation and commentary in Hindi.
Though no quantitative study has been undertaken in this regard, it could easily be
argued that the majority of today’s readers of Sanskrit in the north access the language
and its works through the Hindi paratexts, translations, and commentaries that

5 S. Pollock, The Language of the Gods in the World of Men: Sanskrit, Culture, and Power in Premodern India (Berkeley,
2006). Allison Busch has explored the significance of Pollock’s articles regarding Hindi in ‘Hindi literary begin-
nings’, in South Asian Texts in History: Critical Engagements with Sheldon Pollock, (eds.) Y. Bronner, W. Cox, and
L. McCrea (Ann Arbor, 2011), pp. 203–225.

6 See, for example, F. Orsini, ‘How to do multilingual literary history? Lessons from fifteenth- and sixteenth-
century north India’, The Indian Economic and Social History Review 49.2 (2012), pp. 225–246, and the writings by
John Cort discussed below.

7 The largest producer of such books is the fabled Gita Press—a project of the Marwari merchant community
in the early decades of the twentieth century. On the history of the Gita Press and its publications, see A. Mukul,
Gita Press and the Making of Hindu India (Noida, 2015).
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accompany printed copies of Sanskrit works. This has been the case since the technology
of printing was popularised across north India in the early nineteenth century by British
missionaries and administrators. Popular publications such as the Rāsapañcādhyāyī (Five
Chapters on the Rāsa, 1828–1829), Muhūrtagaṇapati Saṭīka (The Annotated Auspicious
Moment of Gaṇapati, 1894), Bhaktirasāmr̥tasindhu (Ocean of the Nectar of Bhakti of Rupa
Gosvāmī, 1900), and multiple editions of the Bhāgavata Purāṇa published from the mid-
nineteenth century onward are evidence of the demand for such vernacular commentar-
ies on Sanskrit works.8

These modern publications were not wholly an invention or product of print capital-
ism, but rather the inheritors of a thriving commentarial tradition in the manuscript cul-
ture of precolonial north India. Even a cursory survey of the manuscript catalogues of
archives and libraries such as the Lalbhai Dalpatbhai Museum, Rajasthan Oriental
Research Institute, Nagari Pracharini Sabha, Hindi Sahitya Sammelan, and Vrindavan
Research Institute reveals dozens of such commentarial works, copies of which number
in the thousands. Colophons and other evidence tell us that these copies were produced
and circulated among monks, merchants, princes, kings, and amateur intellectuals across
north India.

The history of Hindi commentarial writing—and, in particular, commentarial writing
on Sanskrit works—begins with Sanskrit itself. As Gary Tubb and Emery Boose have writ-
ten, commentary constituted a flourishing literary tradition within Sanskrit; far more
than just an ancillary appendage to the source text, the commentary was understood
to be the discursive space in which intellectuals engaged with past thinkers and proposed
new ideas.9 As a whole, the Sanskrit intellectual tradition placed a high value on engage-
ment with prior and authoritative sources; whatever new idea or innovation an author
might propose had to be grounded in either a confirmation or refutation of the ideas
of recognised authorities. In such an intellectual culture, it makes sense that the com-
mentary was the form in which many thinkers chose to put forward their ideas—even
radically new ones.10 As Whitney Cox has argued, commentarial literature is one of the
primary domains in which an Indian practice of philology was accomplished.11

Consequently, composing a cogent and influential commentary became a way of establish-
ing one’s intellectual credentials. Writers in Sanskrit employed different terms for differ-
ent classes of commentarial writing: a ṭīkā (lit. ‘explanation’), for example, tended to be a
commentary that supplied glosses for terms and passages in the source text (which was
referred to by the term mūla, lit. ‘root’). In contrast, a bhāṣya (lit. ‘speaking’) generally
provided an extended elucidation and exegesis of the source text. A bhāṣya could

8 Recent and emerging scholarship on the precolonial and post-colonial periods is beginning to shed light on
the importance of commentarial works in other South Asian languages: Elaine Fisher’s forthcoming monograph,
The Meeting of Rivers: Translating Devotion in Early Modern India, addresses the production of Kannada commentaries
on Sanskrit works in the precolonial Vīraśaiva corpus; Eric Steinschneider has recently studied the
Kaivalliyanavanītam, a Tamil commentary on Śaiva theology that was influential among non-Brahmans and
women in ‘Arguing the taste of fresh butter: Īcūr Caccitāṉanta Cuvāmikaḷ’s Advaitic interpretation of Tamil
Śaiva theology’, International Journal of Hindu Studies 21 (2017), pp. 299–318; and Emilia Bachrach’s Religious
Reading and Everyday Lives in Devotional Hinduism (New York, 2022) explores modes of reading hagiographical
and commentarial works among female devotees of the Puṣṭimārga.

9 G. Tubb and E. Boose, Scholastic Sanskrit: A Manual for Students (New York, 2007), p. 1; see also Yigal Bronner
and Lawrence McCrea’s observations on the importance of the commentarial tradition in First Words, Last Words:
New Theories for Reading Old Texts in Sixteenth-Century India (New York, 2021), pp. 4–5.

10 The breadth and depth of the commentarial tradition on literary works in Sanskrit have recently received
renewed attention in a group of essays published as a special issue of Asiatische Studien—Études Asiatiques, ‘Literary
commentaries and the intellectual life of South Asia’, edited by D. Cuneo and E. Ganser (Asiatische Studien—Études
Asiatiques 76.3).

11 W. Cox, Modes of Philology in Medieval South India (Leiden, 2017), pp. 12–16.

4 Tyler W. Williams

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1356186324000464 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1356186324000464


sometimes be an explanation of a work in ‘common’ language, which would appear to
have influenced the later nomenclature of commentarial writings in the vernacular of
Hindi. Yet another type of commentary, the pañjikā, provided an analysis of each individ-
ual word in the source text (a helpful resource in a language such as Sanskrit, which
makes extensive use of compounds and employs various technical lexicons and metalan-
guages). Other terms, such as avacūrṇikā, nibandhana, and prabandha were also used to
refer to commentaries but, as these terms were used for either very specific types of com-
mentaries or to refer to a broader range of scholastic writings, we can set them aside for
the moment. It is important to note the salient techniques used across different types of
commentaries, including padaccheda (the separation of words joined through sandhi),
padārthokti (indicating the meaning of words), vigraha (grammatical analysis of com-
pounds), vākyayojanā (syntactical analysis), akẹspa (raising a question or objection), and
samādhāna (resolving a question or objection).12 Many of the composers of Hindi commen-
taries in the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries were apparently familiar
with the tradition of commentarial writing in Sanskrit and appropriated its techniques
and terminology—though not without making substantial modifications.

The second source of the Hindi commentarial tradition is the multilingual literary cul-
ture of the Jain community. As John Cort has argued, beginning in the eleventh century of
the Common Era, the ability to compose works in multiple languages was the norm rather
than the exception for Jain religious scholars. During the first few centuries of the second
millennium, this multilingual intellectual production was limited primarily to the languages
of Sanskrit, Prakrit, and occasionally Apabhramsha but, beginning in the fourteenth century
with the emergence of the Maru-Gurjar language, Jain authors increasingly composed in
local vernaculars as well. By the eighteenth century, the list of languages in which Jain
scholars were writing had expanded to include the languages that we now recognise as
Gujarati, Marwari (or Rajasthani), and Brajbhasha (the predominant literary dialect of
Hindi in the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries).13 Cort suggests that ‘cosmopolitanism’ in
the Jain literary and cultural milieu was defined by multilingualism—in contrast to the
(predominantly Hindu, Brahmanical) ‘Sanskrit cosmopolis’, in which only Sanskrit could
make a claim to the universal and cosmopolitan (per Pollock).

In such a milieu, interlingual commentary writing played an important role in bringing
various strands of scriptural and exegetical writing in different languages together: the
sizeable Jain manuscript archive is filled with manuscripts containing a root text in
one language and one, two, or sometimes even three commentaries in other languages.
These commentaries are often called bālāvabodha (lit., ‘instruction [for] the young’) and
consist primarily of what a modern-day reader might call a verse-by-verse or
sentence-by-sentence ‘translation’ of the source text. Despite their name, these commen-
taries were not only used for educating neophytes, but were in fact consulted by senior
monks and lay scholars.14 This mode of commentary, and Jain multilingual culture
more generally, would supply a model for Hindi commentarial writing in the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries.

12 These operations are succinctly defined and explained by François Grimal with reference to Harihara’s com-
mentary on the Mālatīmādhava in F. Grimal, ‘Pour décrire un commentarie traditionnel sur une œuvre littéraire
sanskrite’, Bulletin de l’Ecole Française d’Extrême-Orient 87.2 (2000), pp. 765–785.

13 J. Cort, ‘Making it vernacular in Agra: the practice of translation by seventeenth-century Jains’, in Tellings
and Texts: Music, Literature and Performance in North India, (eds.) F. Orsini and K. Butler Schofield (Cambridge, 2016),
pp. 61–105. J. Cort, ‘One Text, Two Titles, Three Sects, Eleven Languages: Jain Cosmopolitanism and Multiple
Language Use’, unpublished paper delivered 25 January 2023.

14 M. Jyväsjärvi, ‘Retrieving the hidden meaning: Jain commentarial techniques and the art of memory’,
Journal of Indian Philosophy 38.1 (2010), pp. 133–162.
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The tradition of commentarial writing in Hindi begins at the turn of the sixteenth cen-
tury with the Bhagavad Gītā Bhāṣā (1500 CE) of Theganāth. The previous century and a half
had seen the inauguration of literary writing in the vernacular of north India, which was
known by various names: Hindī, Hindavī, Hindukī, or, most often, simply bhāṣā (lit.
‘speech’). This early literary activity had occurred primarily at the urban centres of
the north Indian sultanates but, by the mid-fifteenth century, the Hindu royal court of
Gwalior (particularly under Raja Mān Siṁha, r. 1486–1516) had begun to patronise the
production of vernacular literary works, including retellings of the Hindu epics, Jain doc-
trinal works, and musicological treatises in a literary register that Imre Bangha has iden-
tified as Madhyadeśī.15

It was in this milieu of vernacular literary production across multiple religious and lit-
erary traditions that Mān Siṁha’s uncle, Prince Bhānu, commissioned the monk
Theganāth (evidently an associate of the Nāth ascetic tradition) to compose a versified
commentary on the Bhagavad Gītā at the turn of the sixteenth century. The single avail-
able copy of the work, which dates to the mid-eighteenth century, contains only the com-
mentary, omitting the source text. As Akshara Ravishankar has noted, through various
allusions, Theganāth projects the dialogic structure of the Bhagavad Gītā onto his own
work and his own relationship with his patron: just as Krishna recited the utterances
recorded in the Bhagavad Gītā to Prince Arjuna, Theganāth dictates the meaning of
those utterances to Prince Bhānu in his commentary.16

The second known example of commentarial writing in Hindi was also produced in a
courtly context: the Vivekadīpikā (Lamp of Discernment, circa 1600), written by Indrajit, the
Bundela Rajput prince of Orchha, not far from Gwalior. Like the earlier Tomar kings,
Indrajit patronised literature and music in the vernacular and was a poet himself.17

Despite the recognition of Indrajit’s role as a poet and patron in modern scholarship,
his authorship of an extensive commentarial work has been virtually forgotten. His
Vivekadīpikā is a prose commentary on the Sanskrit poems of Bhartr̥hari (seventh cen-
tury?). Arranged in three śatakas (collections of 100 verses) devoted to the themes of
nīti (ethics and statecraft), śr̥ṅgāra (eros), and vairāgya (renunciation), Bhartr̥hari’s muk-
taka (independent) verses had played a role in educating courtly elites in literature and
comportment for the previous several centuries.18 Indrajit’s ambitious prose commentary
provides Hindi glosses for almost all of the terms and phrases in the Sanskrit text, and

15 I. Bangha, ‘The emergence of Hindi literature: from transregional Maru-Gurjar to Madhyadeśī narratives’, in
Text and Tradition in Early Modern North India, (eds.) T. Williams, A. Malhotra, and J. Stratton Hawley (New Delhi,
2018), pp. 3–39; I. Bangha, ‘Early Hindi epic poetry in Gwalior: beginnings and continuities in the Rāmāyan of
Vishnudas’, in After Timur Left: Culture and Circulation in Fifteenth-Century North India, (eds.) F. Orsini and
S. Sheikh (Oxford, 2014), pp. 365–402; E. De Clercq, ‘Apabhramsha as a literary medium in fifteenth-century
north India’, in Orsini and Sheikh (eds.), After Timur Left, pp. 339–64; E. De Clercq and H. Pauwels, ‘Epic and ver-
nacular production in Tomar Gwalior in the fifteenth century’, South Asian History and Culture 11.1 (2020),
pp. 8–22.

16 A. Ravishankar, ‘Scholarly worlds and popular texts: the Bhagavad Gītā’s vernacular communities in early
modern India’, Contributions to Indian Sociology 58.1 (2024), pp. 31–56; A. Ravishankar, ‘These are all hidden mat-
ters: omission as interpretive strategy in Theghnāth’s Gītā Bhāṣā’, in Proceedings of the International Conference on
Early Modern Literature in North India 2022 (Osaka, forthcoming 2025). I thank Akshara for reading and discussing
Theganāth’s commentary—one of several such commentaries that she considers in her research on the recep-
tion history of the Bhagavad Gītā.

17 Indrajit’s lyrics are found in the 1582 CE anthology known as the ‘Fatehpur manuscript’; see Gopal Narayan
Bahura and K. Bryant (eds.), Pad Sūradāsajī Kā: The Padas of Surdas (Jaipur, 1984). Indrajit was the patron of
Keshavdas (1555–1617), the Hindi poet credited with inaugurating the rīti tradition of belletristic writing. On
Indrajit as a patron of literature, see Busch, Poetry of Kings, pp. 44–46, 57–58.

18 L. Sternbach, Subhasita: Gnomic and Didactic Literature (Wiesbaden, 1974), pp. 2–4; D. Ali, Courtly Culture and
Political Life in Early Medieval India (New York, 2004), p. 92.
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occasionally gives explanations for particularly obscure or ambiguous references or allu-
sions. Extant manuscript copies of the Vivekadīpikā—which can be traced back to an
archetype that most likely dates to the lifetime of the author—include Bhartr̥hari’s
Sanskrit ślokas.19

After these two initial experiments with the genre—separated from one another by
roughly a century and distinct from one another in terms of style—commentarial writing
in Hindi experienced an efflorescence. The seventeenth century witnessed the compos-
ition of dozens of commentaries in Hindi on all manner of Sanskrit works as well as com-
mentaries in Hindi on works originally composed in Hindi. Two large-scale changes in the
political economy and literary culture of northern India drove this rapid development, the
first of these changes being the consolidation of Mughal rule over northern India at the
end of the sixteenth century under Akbar. The establishment of the Mughal empire
brought both political stability and economic expansion, both of which facilitated the
patronage of literary works in the vernacular and their circulation across great geograph-
ical distances. The consolidation of Mughal sovereignty also led to the formation of a com-
posite ruling class (consisting of Mughals, Rajputs, Afghans, Iranian immigrants, and
others) and culture in which the cultivation of literature and knowledge in the vernacular
constituted part of courtly comportment and the right to rule. This led to an ever-
increasing demand among Mughal and Rajput elites for material in the vernacular, includ-
ing not only ‘literature’ proper (kāvya in the aforementioned rīti genre), but also works on
all manner of sciences, religion, and philosophy.

The second driver of the growth in commentarial writing at the turn of the seven-
teenth century was the formation and rapid expansion of religious communities
associated with the devotional mode of bhakti (loosely translated as ‘devotion’) during
the sixteenth century. These communities, which included the Vallabha Sampraday,
Gaudiya Sampraday, Ramanandi Sampraday, Dadu Panth, Niranjani Sampraday, and
Kabir Panth, among dozens of similar sects, used the vernacular as their primary medium
of hymnody, liturgy, scholarship, and religious instruction. Most of these communities
also evinced a desire to ground their theologies and ritual practices in textual sources
of authority, which inevitably led to an engagement with Sanskrit religious works and
genres such as the upaniṣads, purāṇas, śāstra (treatises), stuti (liturgies), and even reli-
giously themed kathā (narratives) and kāvya (poetry). As I have argued elsewhere,
many of these communities also attempted to make themselves legible as religious
sects or even as independent religions (sampradāya, panth, maẕhab) under the gaze of
Mughal and Rajput rulers in order to secure patronage and/or fiscal benefits from the
state; appropriating authoritative works in Sanskrit was a particularly effective strategy
for establishing one’s community as a legitimate religious tradition.20

In this context, some Sanskrit works gave rise to entire traditions of commentary in
Hindi; one such work was the Bhāgavata Purāṇa—an important source for the literary nar-
ratives, ritual cultures, and aesthetic regimes of the aforementioned religious communi-
ties including both those of the so-called saguṇa, Vaiṣṇava persuasion, and those of the
nirguṇa, aniconic tradition. Most vernacular commentaries specifically address either
the tenth book (skandha) of the Bhāgavata Purāṇa, which details the exploits of Viṣṇu
and his avatars, especially Kr̥ṣṇa, or the eleventh book, which deals with yoga, renunci-
ation, the duties of a householder, the nature of spiritual knowledge, and bhakti.
Though at least a dozen such commentaries were composed during the seventeenth

19 On manuscripts and recensions of Indrajit’s Vivekadīpikā, see R. S. McGregor, ‘Some Bhartṛhari commentar-
ies in early Braj Bhāṣā prose’, Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London 26.2 (1 January
1963), pp. 314–328; McGregor, Language of Indrajit of Orchā, pp. 11–15.

20 Williams, If All the World Were Paper, pp. 160–166.
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and eighteenth centuries, I will draw examples from only two in this article. The first, the
Bhāgavata Purāṇa Ekadaśamaskandha Ṭīkā (Commentary on the Eleventh Book of the Bhāgavata
Purāṇa), was composed in 1635 CE by Caturadās, a monk of the Dadu Panth in what is now
Rajasthan. Caturadās composed his commentary in verse and, as Monika Horstmann has
noted, took much of his hermeneutical and interpretive inspiration from an earlier
Sanskrit commentary on the text—the Bhāvārthadīpikā of Śrīdhara Svāmī (fl. fourteenth
century CE).21 The second example, the Bhāgavata Purāṇa Daśamaskandha Ṭīkā
(Commentary on the Tenth Book of the Bhāgavata Purāṇa), was composed in 1704 CE by
Bhagavānadās, a monk of the Niranjani Sampraday, also located in Rajasthan.22 An accom-
plished poet, Bhagavānadās composed his commentary in a variety of poetic meters.

Like the Bhāgavata Purāṇa, the Bhagavad Gītā prompted a tradition of commentary that
developed across theological and sectarian distinctions, with monks and even lay devotees
of both Vaiṣṇava and nirguṇa sects composing commentaries on the work. This commen-
tarial tradition technically begins with the aforementioned Gītā Bhāṣā Ṭīkā of Theganāth;
however, there is no evidence that any of the commentators of the seventeenth and eight-
eenth centuries were aware of Theganāth’s work. Winand Callewaert lists no fewer than
30 commentaries on the Bhagavad Gītā in Hindi in his study of ‘translations’ of the Gītā; in
this article, I will draw examples from only four such commentaries.23 The first is
Theganāth’s Gītā Bhāṣā Ṭīkā. The second is the Paramānanda Prabodhā (1704), which is a
combined verse–prose commentary by Ānāndarāma, who was likely a functionary at
the court of Anūp Siṁh of Bikaner (r. 1669–1698). The third and fourth are anonymously
authored prose commentaries on the Bhagavad Gītā, of which copies began to appear in
the early eighteenth century.24

A surge in interest in the Advaita Vedānta tradition of non-dualist philosophy among
pandits in religious centres such as Banaras and among political elites at Mughal and
Rajput courts during the seventeenth century led to the production of many works on
the subject, including dozens of works in the vernacular.25 Some of these vernacular trea-
tises are, in fact, commentaries on Sanskrit works. I draw examples from two such com-
mentaries here: the Vedānta Mahāvākya Bhāṣā (Commentary on the Great Sayings of the
Vedānta, 1660 CE) and the Ṣaṭpraśnī Nirṇaya Bhāṣā (Commentary on The Resolution of the
Six Questions, n.d.), both composed by Manoharadās of the Niranjani Sampraday.

Vernacular commentaries on works of Sanskrit kāvya (poetry) and itihāsa (epic) are less
common but certainly not absent from the literary archive. For example, the muktaka
poems of Bhartr̥hari—the subject of Prince Indrajit’s aforementioned Vivekadīpikā—

21 See M. Horstmann, ‘Caturdās’s Bhāṣā version of the eleventh book of the Bhāgavatapurāṇa’, in Transforming
Tradition: Cultural Essays in Honour of Mukund Lath, (ed.) M. Horstmann (New Delhi, 2013), pp. 47–62. In this article, I
have used readings from Ms. 20296 of the Rajasthan Oriental Research Institute but have also consulted Māṇḍe
and Bhaṭṭācārya’s printed edition.

22 I have taken the readings for this article from Ms. 10854, Rajasthan Oriental Research Institute. None of
Bhagavānadās’s several works have been published.

23 W. M. Callewaert, Bhagavadgītānuvāda: A Study in the Transcultural Translation (Ranchi, 1983). The majority of
precolonial works that Callewaert lists as ‘translations’ of the Bhagavad Gītā I consider to be commentaries; the
rationale for this classification is discussed at length below.

24 Ms. 14901 and Ms. 16052, Rajasthan Oriental Research Institute, Jodhpur. The concluding verses of the com-
mentary in Ms. 16052 mention one Harivallabh as composing a commentary, but it is unclear whether this is the
author of the present text and, if so, who this Harivallabh was.

25 On the efflorescence of Advaita Vedānta in Mughal India, see C. Minkowski, ‘Advaita Vedānta in early mod-
ern history’, South Asian History and Culture 2.2 (2011), pp. 205–231; A. Venkatkrishnan, ‘Ritual, reflection, and
religion: the devas of Banaras’, South Asian History and Culture 6.1 (2015), pp. 147–171. On works of Advaita
Vedānta in the vernacular, see M. Allen, ‘Greater Advaita Vedānta: the case of Niścaldās’, International Journal
of Hindu Studies 21.3 (2017), pp. 275–297; M. Allen, ‘Greater Advaita Vedānta: the case of Sundardās’, Journal of
Indian Philosophy 48 (2020), pp. 49–78.
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were the topic of at least two more commentaries, one of which—the Vairāgya Vr̥nda
(Collection on Detachment)—was composed by the Niranjani monk Bhagavānadās in 1673
CE. Bhagavānadās also composed a commentary on the episode of the horse sacrifice
recorded in the Mahābhārata epic, which is titled the Aśvamedha Bhāṣā (Commentary on
the Horse Sacrifice, 1698 CE). I draw examples from both in order to highlight salient
aspects of literary commentaries in Hindi.

Scholars who were composing in Hindi commented not only on Sanskrit works, but
also upon works composed in the vernacular itself. Famous among early Hindi commen-
tators is Sūrati Miśra (floruit 1673–1744), a pandit at the court of Jorāvar Siṁh in Bikaner;
Miśra produced several commentaries on classics of the rīti genre, including two of
Keśavadās’s seminal poetic handbooks (the Rasikapriyā and Kavipriyā).26 As is the case
with Sanskrit, some works in Hindi gave rise to entire traditions of commentary: foremost
among these is the Satasaī (Seven Hundred Verses) of Bihārīlāl, poet at the court of Jai Siṁh
of Amer (r. 1611–1667). Bihārī’s highly complex couplets occupied the minds of commen-
tators from the seventeenth century into the early twentieth; at least 37 individual com-
mentaries have been identified.27 The Vaishnava poet Tulsidas’s Rāmacaritamānas (Lake of
the Deeds of Ram, circa 1600 CE), a retelling of the epic of Rāma, produced multiple tradi-
tions of commentary: treated by many Hindus of north India as a sacred scripture, the
Rāmacaritamānas gave birth to distinct ‘schools’ of commentary with their own guru-
disciple lineages and hermeneutical approaches.28

While the production of commentaries in Hindi on Hindi works is inextricably linked
with the production of Hindi commentaries on Sanskrit works, I deal only with the latter
here. I focus on the latter type in order to understand what the production of commen-
taries in the ‘vernacular’ on works in a ‘classical’ language can tell us about the changing
relationships between those languages within the language order of early modern India
and the (re-)construction of Hindi into a medium of literary and intellectual discourse.
This relationship influenced the particular hermeneutic and exegetical techniques and
strategies that commentators deployed, as well their works’ stated raison d’être. All of
these elements suggest that these works are indeed what they claim to be—that is, com-
mentaries and not translations.

Commentary, not translation

Modern scholarship tends to characterise vernacular commentaries on non-vernacular
works in precolonial north India—not just those in Hindi, but also commentaries in
other languages—as acts of translation.29 There are multiple reasons why the composers
of commentaries in Hindi would not have understood their literary and intellectual activ-
ity to be one of translation. Most of these reasons relate, in one way or another, to the

26 Sūrati Miśra’s Jorāvara Prakāśa (The Light of Jarovar, Vikram Saṁvat 1800) is a commentary on Keśavadāsa’s
Rasikapriyā, while his Kavipriyā Ṭīkā (Commentary on the Beloved of Poets, n.d.) is a commentary on its eponymous
source text. See Sūrati Miśra, Jorāvar Prakāś, Ācārya Keśavadāsakr̥t Rasikapriyā Kī Ṭīkā (Prayag, 1992).

27 Śubhakaranadās, Bihārī Satasāi Anavar Candrikā Ṭīkā, (ed.) Harimohan Mālavīya (Allahabad, 1993).
28 Tribhūvan Nāth Caubai, Rāmacaritamānas Kā Ṭīkā Sāhitya (Sulatanpur, 1975).
29 Take, for example, Callewaert’s treatment of sources in Hindi (including Brajbhasha and Marwari, which he

treats separately): although, at times, he makes a distinction between ‘translation’, ‘paraphrase’, and ‘commen-
tary’, Callewaert ultimately lists all works, regardless of structure, form, or period of composition, as transla-
tions. Bhagavadgītānuvāda, pp. 122–157, 164–169; see also Sanjay Goyal, ‘Aspects of translation in Jain
canonical literature’, Indian Literature 57.3 (2013), pp. 202–217. An important exception is Thibaut d’Hubert’s
treatment of translation in the context of the seventeenth-century poet Ālāol’s works; see T. d’Hubert, In the
Shade of the Golden Palace: Alaol and Middle Bengali Poetics in Arakan (New York, NY, 2018). John Cort has recently
proposed a nuanced theory of translation in precolonial India, which I discuss briefly below.
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‘language order’ of precolonial South Asia—a phenomenon recently discussed by Andrew
Ollett. As Ollett argues, ‘what’ a language was understood to be was determined, to a great
extent, by its relationships with other languages; the uses to which a given language could
reasonably be put were correspondingly determined by its position within that web of
relations.30 It appears that most literary composers in early modern north India (and
their audiences) understood that Hindi and Sanskrit simply could not do the same things,
at least not in the same manner, and therefore they could not serve the same purpose. If
they were to serve the same purpose, they would have to do so in very different ways.

One aspect of this difference is reflected in contemporary notions regarding Sanskrit’s
status as a sacral language: Sanskrit was still, at least in some circles—and certainly
among the vernacular pandits commenting on Sanskrit works—understood to be
saṁskr̥ta, ‘purified’, ‘refined’, or ‘consecrated’, the ‘language of the gods’ (devavāṇī).31
The fact that Sanskrit was also used for mundane or worldly (laukika) purposes, such as
kāvya and praśasti (encomium), did not detract from its character as a medium for think-
ing about and speaking of the alaukika—the supramundane, the other-worldly, the tran-
scendent. It was precisely the alaukika that concerned the majority of Hindi commentators
discussed here, working as they were with texts on metaphysics, theology, and
soteriology.

The authors of commentaries were acutely aware of their role in mediating between
the realms of Sanskrit and Hindi, between the alaukika and the laukika. Bhagavānadās dra-
matises this role at the beginning of his commentary on the Aśvamedha Parva by first
addressing the poets and sages of yore, Sarasvati (the goddess of speech), the Supreme
Himself, and his guru, before ‘turning’ to address his audience—to whom he promises
to convey the fame of the Pāṇḍavas as it was told by the sage Jaimini to Janamejaya, at
least as much as his intellect will permit him (mati jesa / budha anumāna).32

Bhagavānadās verbally places himself between the world of the eternal gods and sages
from where the source text originated and the world of his audience in which he will
make the meaning of the source text ‘apparent’ ( pragaṭa) in the vernacular.

Even if authors did not necessarily recognise the sacral character of Sanskrit, they
nevertheless appear to have acknowledged Sanskrit’s status as the preeminent medium
for thinking about and articulating alaukika matters and for pursuing scientific discourses
in general. Mirza Khan, a noble at the Mughal court writing in Persian, wrote in his Tuhfat
ul-Hind (Gift of India, 1676 CE) that Sanskrit is the language in which ‘books on all sorts of
sciences and various arts’ are composed (kitāb-hā dar aqsām-i ʿulūm va anvāʿ-i funūn); in
contrast, he reports that bhākhā, the language of ‘the world in which we live’, is used
for ‘colourful poetry and description of the lover and beloved’ (asha’ār-i rangīn va vasf-i
’āshiq va ma’shūq). Commentators writing in Hindi often tackled this epistemological prob-
lem head-on by explaining why complex and subtle discourses in Sanskrit must be
explained in the vernacular and qualifying exactly which element of their respective
source texts they were attempting to convey (or reproduce) in their commentaries.

30 A. Ollett, Language of the Snakes: Prakrit, Sanskrit, and the Language Order of Premodern India (Oakland, 2017),
pp. 3–5.

31 Although the sacral character of Sanskrit was questioned as early as the mid-first millennium BCE, some
communities continued to consider it the ‘language of the gods’ as late as the seventeenth century CE—and
prohibitions concerning who could use it or have access to it continued to be enforced well into the early modern
period; Pollock, Language of the Gods, pp. 40–46. Mirza Khān, a noble at the Mughal court in the seventeenth cen-
tury, reported that ‘they’ (presumably Hindus) call Sanskrit ākāsabānī (heavenly voice) and devabānī in his Tuhfat
ul-Hind (Gift of India, 1676 CE); Mirza Khān, Tuhfat Al-Hind: Vāzh-Nāmah-Yi Hindī Ba-Fārsī, (ed.) Nūrulhasan Ansārī
(Delhi, 1983), p. 53.

32 Bhagavānadās, Aśvamedha Bhāṣā, vv. 1.3, 1.6, Ms. 16595, Rajasthan Oriental Research Institute, Jodhpur.
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Caturadās presents the problem in a relatively pragmatic manner at the end of his com-
mentary on the eleventh book of the Bhāgavata Purāṇa. He writes that the knowledge
( jñāna) that Kṛṣṇa himself conveyed to the ascetic Uddhava and others was then recited
by the poet Vyāsa (the composer of the Bhāgavata Purāṇa) in Sanskrit; however, ‘the
meaning [of this discourse] is not illuminated’ by Vyāsa’s recitation because ‘one
knows [Sanskrit] if they are a pandit’ while ‘no one else understands it’. Apprehending
this problem, Caturadās’s guru, Santadās, bestowed upon his disciple the insight neces-
sary to ‘expatiate the commentary’ (bhāṣā bistārī) for the ‘benefit of all people’
(saba-lokani-hita).33 Caturadās maintains a set of critical distinctions between the discourse
itself (saṁvāda) that took place between Kṛṣṇa and his interlocutors, its meaning or sig-
nificance (artha), and the knowledge ( jñāna) contained within it. He does not purport to
convey the discourse itself in all of its subtlety, but rather to illuminate its meaning by
supplementing it with a commentary. The supplementary nature of the commentary is
captured in the very idiom used to articulate its composition: bhāṣā bistārī, in which
the verb bistār- (Sanskrit vistāra-) connotes ‘to spread’, ‘expand’, ‘expand upon’, ‘flesh
out’. The complex and nuanced discussions of devotion (bhakti), liberation (mokṣa), and
divine manifestation (avatāra) in the Sanskrit work cannot necessarily be reproduced in
Hindi, but they can at least be explained.

Broader notions regarding the metaphysics of sound and language also inflected the
relationship between Sanskrit and Hindi, again producing obstacles to any generalised
concept of ‘translation’. This problem was particularly acute in the context of soterio-
logical, yogic, and tantric discourses. Mantras and verbal formulae used to initiate reli-
gious disciples, induce gnosis, secure liberation, or effect change in the yogic or
‘subtle’ body were understood to achieve their ends through their sounds (śabda) and
not simply through their meaning (artha). Such conceptions of ‘natural language’, to bor-
row a phrase from Robert Yelle, assume that language possesses ‘a direct and immediate
connection to, and is therefore capable of influencing, reality’.34 Since such language is
not merely denotative or referential in nature, one cannot simply substitute one sign
for another—say, for example, substituting the Hindi tadbhava term kānha for Sanskrit
kr̥ṣṇa in the bīja mantra or initiatory mantra of the Pushtimarg, śrī-kr̥ṣṇa śaraṇaṁ mama
(‘Kr̥ṣṇa, [is] my refuge’)—even if their putative referent is the same object. (For this
very reason, Sanskrit mantras appear untranslated in manuscripts of Hindi works in gen-
eral, including commentaries.)35 Several of the Hindi commentators considered in this
article (particularly those associated with the Dadu Panth, Niranjani Sampraday, and
Ramanandi Sampraday) participated in religious traditions that emphasised the spiritual
and metaphysical effectiveness of the spoken word, including in utterances spoken (or
sung) in the vernacular, not just Sanskrit.36 Consequently, Hindi commentators tended
to emphasise the soteriological effects of reciting their respective source texts while

33 Caturadās, Bhāgavata Purāṇa Ekadaśamaskandha Bhāṣā, Ms. 20296, Rajasthan Oriental Research Institute,
Jodhpur, caupaī 31.54–31.55. It is possible that Caturadās is intimating here that the original discourse
(saṁvāda) was carried out in a ‘worldly’ language, only to be rendered later in Sanskrit—at least his presentation
of the material leaves open this possibility. If this were true, then Caturadās would simply be recovering the
meaning of the discourse by returning it to a worldly language in his commentary.

34 R. Yelle, Explaining Mantras: Ritual, Rhetoric, and the Dream of a Natural Language in Hindu Tantra (New York,
2003), p. 2. On the use of verbal formula in yogic and tantric contexts, see also D. G. White, The Alchemical
Body: Siddha Traditions in Medieval India (Chicago, 1996). On the metaphysical efficacy of verbal formulae more
generally in ritual and musical contexts, see G. Beck, Sonic Liturgy: Ritual and Music in Hindu Tradition
(Columbia, 2012); and G. Beck, Sonic Theology: Hinduism and Sacred Sound (Columbia, SC, 1993).

35 See, for example, the treatment of this same bīja mantra in the Pushtimarg hagiography, Caurāsī Vaiṣṇavana
Kī Vārtā, (ed.) Dvārakadās Parīkh (Mathura, 1959), pp. 4–5.

36 See Williams, If All the World Were Paper, pp. 77–78.
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offering their commentaries as a means of accessing the knowledge ( jñāna), semantic
meaning (artha), or essence (sāra) of those source texts. For example, at the end of his
commentary on the Bhagavad Gītā, Ānāndarām explains that ‘those who recite and listen
to the Bhagavad Gītā with concentration achieve continuous devotion and become the ser-
vants of Hari’ and specifically enjoins his audience to recite the Gītā aloud daily (gītā pra-
tidina uccarai). At the same time, he tells his audience to study his commentary as ‘those
who recite, meditate upon, and listen to the Paramānanda Prabodhā will be made to cognise
the Abode of the Lord’ ( paḍhai gunai yākau sunai saucāvai prabhu dhāma).37 Ānāndarām
(and his audience) recognise that reciting and listening to the Sanskrit Gītā sonically con-
fer liberation; studying and reflecting on his commentary bring liberation through gnosis.
In the logic of this and similar commentaries, the soteriological (or gnostic, or purifying,
or sacralising) potential of a work and its commentary were imagined to be complemen-
tary, somewhat in the manner of the relationship between śabda and artha themselves.

The epistemological challenges inherent in the act of commenting on Sanskrit works in
the vernacular were not limited to metaphysical notions regarding sound or Sanskrit’s
privileged status as a language of revelation; grammar itself posed an epistemological
problem. Aspects of Sanskrit grammar that were not present in Hindi such as the dual
number, neuter gender, and morphological cases (precolonial Hindi distinguishes
between only two cases whereas Sanskrit distinguishes between eight) presented pro-
blems of both explanation and interpretation. When arguments in Sanskrit source texts
proceeded from observations or arguments about grammar, Hindi commentators were
forced to find a way to make those arguments intelligible.

Manoharadās faces such a challenge at the very beginning of his Vedānta Mahāvākya
Bhāṣā: following the practice of some earlier commentators in Sanskrit, Manoharadās
frames the question of the identity of the individual soul and the supreme soul (or
God), ātmā and paramātma, as a problem of logic encoded within grammar itself. He
cites the locus classicus regarding this question in a phrase from Chandogya Upaniṣad
verse 6.8.7: tat tvam asi (literally, ‘you are that’). What is the nature of predication indi-
cated by this Vedic (and therefore axiomatic) utterance? How can one thing (you) also
be something else (that)? Following the example of earlier commentators, Manoharadās
(who never actually translates the verse) takes recourse to the concepts of vācyārtha
and lakṣyārtha, respectively the ‘expressed meaning’ and the ‘implied meaning’ of a
given utterance. Here, Manoharadās is potentially faced with two problems: the first
being that, if his audience is unfamiliar with Sanskrit, he must first explain the referents
(artha) of the three lemmata (tat, tvam, asi) using Hindi before he can distinguish between
the expressed and implied meanings of the utterance. The second potential problem con-
cerns predication: can the elegant (but paradoxical) simplicity of ‘you are that’ be recre-
ated in Hindi, and with similar rhetorical force? Manoharadās, a sharp thinker and gifted
poet, uses this challenge as an opportunity: structuring his exposition as a fictional dialog
between a guru and disciple, Manoharadās first discusses the distinction and relationship
between a word ( pada) and its meaning (artha).38 Having established these terms, he is
able to launch directly into an analysis of the literal, expressed meaning of the phrase
and its implied counterpart, using the caupaī meter:

guru kahai tatpada tvaṁpada doi / vācya lakṣya artha tihi hoi
tatpada īsvara tvaṁpada jīva / asi pada tahāṁ bheda nahi kiva
tatpada vācya artha yaha jāṁṇi / kāraṇopādhi kari tāhi vakhāṁṇi

37 Ānāndarām, Paramānanda Prabodhā, Ms. 16699, Rajasthan Oriental Research Institute, Jodhpur, vv. 19.6–19.7, 10.
38 Manoharadās, Vedānta Mahāvākya Bhāṣā, vv. 1.7–1.8, Ms. 26579, Rajasthan Oriental Research Institute,

Jodhpur.
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The guru says, ‘The word tat and the word tvam are two.
They possess an expressed meaning (vācyārtha) and implied meaning (lakṣyārtha).
The word tat is īśvara (the Lord) and the word tvam is the jīva (individual being).
The word asi is where no distinction should be made.
Know this to be the directly expressed meaning of the word tat:
It is declared an “inflection as cause” (kāraṇopādhi).’

Manoharadās cleverly manages to make multiple hermeneutical and exegetical moves, if
sometimes only by allusion, within this single verse: he emphasises the ostensible duality
of the referents (artha) of tat and tvam because the words ( pada) themselves are clearly
two; he introduces the distinction of the expressed meaning and implied meaning; he pro-
vides a (preliminary) interpretation of the expressed meaning of tat and tvam as God and
the individual self; he indicates that the present-tense, second-person conjugation of the
stative verb, asi, denotes a type of predication that is one of complete identity; and he
introduces the idea that tat must therefore refer to a kāraṇopādhi (something ‘inflected
as a cause’). Leaving aside for the moment the details of Manoharadās’s hermeneutical
claims, what is noteworthy is that differences in the grammatical structures of Sanskrit
and Hindi compel Manoharadās to adopt particular hermeneutical techniques—techni-
ques that render the significance of an utterance in Sanskrit legible without taking
recourse to grammar—the most elevated of all sciences in Sanskrit and the most utilised
tool in the Sanskrit commentator’s toolbox.

The difference between Sanskrit and Hindi also generated aesthetic challenges. The
question of how to reproduce aesthetic effect was no less important than the aforemen-
tioned epistemological and soteriological problems because aesthetics, and particularly
the aesthetics of rasa, were foundational to the epistemological, soteriological, and/or
didactic imperatives of a literary work. By the early modern period, the concept of aes-
thetic rasa (lit. ‘juice’, ‘essence’) had been extensively described and debated in the
domains of poetics and dramaturgy in Sanskrit; in Hindi as well, purveyors of all types
of literature from the late fourteenth century onward invoked rasa as the aesthetic
logic behind their works or as the epistemological ‘key’ to unlocking the secrets within
a text.39 Those secrets could be poetic inferences (e.g. a double entendre) or esoteric
truths (e.g. the identity of the individual soul with God) and were revealed through the
evocation of specific aesthetic/affective states (rasa), such as the erotic (śrṅgāra), the
tragic (karuṇa), and the heroic (vīra). Within poetics and dramaturgy, these states were
understood to be produced through certain essential narratological and characterological
elements (alambanavibhāva), the perceptible expression of emotional states within charac-
ters (anubhāva, etc.), contributing or ‘stimulant’ factors of setting (uddīpanavibhāva), and
even through the employment of particular phonemes (e.g. ‘soft’ versus ‘hard’ conso-
nants). In the domain of musicology, rasa was understood to be evoked through the
employment of particular rāgas and certain melodic techniques; in some devotional tradi-
tions (including the Dadu Panth and Niranjani Sampraday, in which several of the com-
mentators considered here wrote), rasa was understood to itself constitute a spiritual
state that was brought about through the verbal art of poetry when performed musically
and within specific ritual contexts.

The priority of rasa in literary composition and reception often meant that a commen-
tator’s first responsibility was to reproduce, transmit, or otherwise evoke the rasa

39 For an overview of discussions on rasa in Sanskrit during the early modern period, see S. Pollock, A Rasa
Reader: Classical Indian Aesthetics (New York, 2016), pp. 276–326. For an introduction to the theorisation of rasa
in vernacular literatures of north India, see Aditya Behl, Love’s Subtle Magic: An Indian Islamic Literary Tradition,
1379–1545 (New York, 2012); and Busch, Poetry of Kings, especially pp. 33–37 and 111–113.
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produced by the source text in his or her commentary; this requirement trumped consid-
erations of narrative and even, in a strict sense, semantics. This is not to suggest that
Hindi commentators ignored the content of an utterance in Sanskrit and focused exclu-
sively on the aesthetic and affective dimensions; often, the narrative and rhetorical ele-
ments of an utterance in Sanskrit could indeed be reproduced in Hindi, in more or less
the same arrangement, to produce the same or similar aesthetic effect. Yet, we repeatedly
find what might be termed ‘limit cases’ in which the aforementioned isomorphism of
content, form, and aesthetic effect could not be maintained across the two languages,
or in which commentators deliberately argued for the ‘reading’ of a particular rasa
while minimising other considerations. Take, for example, Bhagavānadās’s treatment of
an erotic poem by Bhartr̥hari: in his commentary, the Vairāgya Vr̥nda, Bhagavānadās
first presents Bhartr̥hari’s original muktaka verse:

saṃmohayanti madayanti viḍambayanti
nirbhartsyanti ramayanti viṣādayanti |
etāḥ praviśya sadayaṃ hṛdayaṃ narāṇāṃ
kiṃ nāma vāma-nayanā na samācaranti

They infatuate, intoxicate, deceive,
Revile, delight, and sadden,
Having entered the soft hearts of men.
What indeed do the eyes of women not do?40

After providing an extended exegesis of the Sanskrit verse in Hindi using the caupaī
meter, Bhagavānadās summarises the ‘message’ of the verse in a couplet that that evokes,
if anything, the rasa of fear (bhaya) rather than eros:

te nara catura sujāṁṇa je nārī nyārī karaiṁ
yaha nahacai paramāna nārī naraka nivāsa haiṁ

The man who keeps women at a distance is wise and clever;
This is certain proof that women are the abode of hell.

This is not a misreading; Bhagavānadās’s treatment of other verses makes it clear that he
possesses sufficient facility in Sanskrit to grasp the import and tone of the original verse.
Indeed, in whichever recension of Bhar̥trihari’s poetry Bhagavānadās was consulting, this
verse would have been most likely anthologised in the śataka on the erotic (śr̥ṅgāra) rather
than the śataka on detachment (vairāgya). The pleasure to be derived from the verse is
generally understood to lie in Bhar̥trihari’s indirect manner of praising women’s glances,
thus enhancing the verse’s erotic effect. Yet, Bhagavānadās argues for a wholly different
reading: he suggests that we should read the verse in a manner that awakens not attrac-
tion, but rather repulsion. He comments by pointing the reader toward the correct affective
response (i.e. to the correct rasa); he does not translate. He makes a hermeneutical claim—

in this case, an admittedly radical claim—about what the poem ‘means’ in aesthetic and
affective terms.

Such techniques and strategies do not jibe neatly with theories of translation—even
those that are broad and inclusive. John Cort has recently challenged scholars to

40 This corresponds to verse 336 in D. D. Kosambi’s edition; it is one of the many verses that Kosambi lists as
verses of ‘doubtful’ provenance (saṃśayitaśloka); D. D. Kosambi, The Epigrams Attributed to Bharthari (Bombay,
1948), p. 131.
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reconsider translation as a topic of analysis in the context of South Asian literary history;
borrowing a tripartite schema first proposed by A. K. Ramanujan, Cort’s definition of
translation is capacious. It includes 1) ‘iconic’ translation, in which ‘Text 1 and Text 2
have a geometrical resemblance to each other, as one triangle to another’; such transla-
tion produces ‘a text that in its intention is not independently authored’, but rather is
attached to the name of the author (if any) of the ‘original’ text.41 This, in Cort’s
words, is the logically impossible yet pervasive ideal of translation in European languages
for the past 2,000 years. It also includes 2) ‘indexical’ translation, in which Text 1 and Text
2 share fundamental elements of plot but differ in many details of their rendering, and 3)
‘symbolic’ translation, in which Text 2 uses elements of Text 1 (such as plot and charac-
ters) to ‘say entirely new things’.42 One would be hard-pressed to fit the Hindi commen-
taries considered here into any one of these three categories of translation. All make a
clear distinction between the authors of their Sanskrit source texts and the authors of
the commentarial apparatus. Plot is not a fundamental element of the majority of the
source texts, which consist primarily of dialog and/or exposition.

It is therefore erroneous to speak of these and similar works in other South Asian lan-
guages as works of ‘translation’—not because their composers and their audiences sup-
posedly ‘lacked’ a concept of translation as it is conceived in our current episteme, but
because their very notions of language and language order made such a concept illogical.
Cort, along with Brian Hatcher, points out that the usage of the Sanskrit-derived neolo-
gism anuvāda (lit. ‘speaking after’) for translation in several contemporary South Asian
languages is of modern vintage; as Thibaut d’Hubert has argued, its earlier hermeneutical
sense referred more to a process of ‘semantic unfolding’ (vr̥tti).43 Contemporary theories
of translation can help us to identify and understand practices of translation in the preco-
lonial subcontinent, yet I would caution against extending the use of translation as an
analytic category to the archive of precolonial commentaries. The preceding discussion
should make it clear that commentators writing in Hindi did not believe that the type
of isomorphism (of language, meaning, aesthetic, etc.) alluded to in Ramanujan’s defin-
ition of translation was necessarily possible or even desirable in the context of languages
such as Sanskrit and Hindi.

So what did these commentators think they were doing? Put succinctly, they thought
that they were commenting upon or responding to an existing text, which is to say that
they were supplementing the original text. I have already noted the supplementary nature
of the commentary as encoded in idiom and usage: a composer ‘expands’ or ‘fleshes out’
a commentary (bhāṣā vistār-). Sometimes, commentators used the metaphor of illumin-
ation to characterise their labour: for example, Bhagavānadās writes that a desire arose
within him to ‘illuminate the meaning’ of Bhartr̥hari’s work (grantha aratha parakāsa
kūṁ antara upajī prīti). If we look closely at the grammar and syntax of commentators’
descriptions of their works, we find that sometimes the phrases cited by modern scholars
as indicative of translational activity (in the idiom of ‘making [something] vernacular’)
are, in fact, assertions of commentarial activity. The phrase in question is bhāṣā kar-,
which is sometimes read as a phrasal verb meaning ‘to (re)make in the vernacular’,
with the source text (in Sanskrit, or Prakrit, or other language) as its direct object; for
example, the phrase tinahiṁ grantha bhāṣā kiyo is rendered in English as ‘they did the
text in the vernacular’ (i.e. ‘they rendered the text in the vernacular’).44 I suggest that,

41 Cort, ‘Making it vernacular in Agra’, pp. 65–66.
42 Ibid., p. 66.
43 d’Hubert, In the Shade of the Golden Palace, p. 214.
44 Cort, ‘Making it vernacular in Agra’, p. 85 and fn. 80. This translation does work in this particular example

and I myself have translated similar passages in this manner in the past; see T. Williams, ‘Commentary as
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in commentarial works composed in precolonial Hindi, the phrase bhāṣā kar- should often
be understood in a different manner. In such contexts, the term bhāṣā denotes a ‘com-
mentary’. This appears to be an assimilation of two terms: Sanskrit bhāṣya (‘an explana-
tory work, exposition, explanation, commentary’) and bhāṣā (‘common or vernacular
speech’).45

This bhāṣā should be understood to be the direct object of the verb kar-; in other words,
bhāṣā kar- means ‘to make a commentary’—specifically a commentary in the vernacular.
Evidence for the usage of bhāṣā as bhāṣya is found in scribal colophons, which often alter-
nate between using bhāṣya and bhāṣā to refer to a commentarial work. Yet, the most con-
vincing evidence is found in the composers’ own utterances regarding their labour. For
example, though Theganāth appears (to the modern reader) to render the Bhagavad
Gītā in its entirety into Hindi in the manner of an iconic translation, he describes his
work in the following words:

gītā jite aṭharahi dhyāi / durlabha savai kahyau ko jāi
bhānu kuvaru ko vīra lahai / thegunātha bhāṣā kari kahai

All eighteen chapters of the Gītā,
Are difficult to recite.
Having received betel nut [i.e., a request] from Prince Bhānu,
Theganāth composed and recited [this] commentary.

One could possibly take ‘the eighteen chapters of the Gītā’ to be the object of the phrase
bhāṣā kari but the syntax and poetic line break make such a reading exceedingly unlikely:
the ‘eighteen chapters’ are part of a relative–correlative pair concluded in the same line
(‘are difficult to recite’).46 The phrase ‘thegunātha bhāṣā kari kahai’ consequently reads as
‘Theganāth, having made a commentary, recited [it]’.

Similarly, Caturadās’s description of his treatment of the eleventh chapter of the
Bhāgavata Purāṇa leaves little room for doubt regarding his meaning:

saṃbata solā sai bāṁṇavā / jyeṣṭa sukula ṣaṣṭī kujadivā
saṃtadāsa guru ājñā dīnhīṁ / caturadāsa yaha bhāṣā kīnhī

In saṁvat sixteen hundred and ninety-two,
On Tuesday, the sixth of the bright half of the month of Jyeṣṭha,
Guru Santadās gave the command,
[And] Caturadās composed this commentary.47

No mention of the Bhāgavata Purāṇa precedes or follows the verse, making it unlikely that
the term yaha functions as a demonstrative pronoun; instead, it functions as an adjective:
‘this commentary’. This reading is supported by the opening and closing verses of the
work, in which Caturadās outlines the origin and transmission of his source text, the
Bhāgavata Purāṇa, as well as the origin of his own work, and gives a sense of the relationship
between the two texts. He writes that the contents of the Bhāgavata were originally told by

translation: the Vairāgya Vr̥nd of Bhagvandas Niranjani’, in Text and Tradition in Early Modern North India, (eds.)
T. Williams, J. S. Hawley, and Anshu Malhotra (New Delhi, 2018), pp. 99–125.

45 M. Monier-Williams, A Sanskrit-English Dictionary (Delhi, 1960, originally 1851), s.v. ‘bhāṣya’.
46 Elsewhere, Theganāth refers to his work as a kathā (narrative) upon which he performs exegesis; see

Ravishankar, ‘Scholarly worlds and popular texts’, pp. 40–44.
47 Caturadās, Bhāgavata Purāṇa Ekadaśamaskandha Bhāṣā, caupaī 13.60.
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Śrī Bhagavān (Viṣṇu), the supreme godhead, to the creator deity Brahma, from whom it
passed through the divine sage Nārada, the sage Vyāsa, Vyāsa’s son Śuka, and on to
King Parīkṣit. ‘It is that very thread (sūtra) that I draw out now,’ writes Caturadās, making
a pun of the terms sūtra (thread, aphorism) and bisatārai (to draw out, expand) to suggest
that he is both carrying on the thread of transmission of the Bhāgavata Purāṇa while
‘expanding upon’ its meaning—literally ‘drawing out’ its meaning through commentary.48

Commentarial strategies

If we assume that the purpose of a Hindi commentary was not to ‘stand in’ for its Sanskrit
source text, but rather to respond to it, then we can begin to differentiate between differ-
ent types of responses—in other words, between different commentarial strategies and
techniques. A given utterance in the source text could invite one or more types of
responses from the commentator—which is why different Hindi commentaries on the
same Sanskrit source text can appear so distinct from one another in terms of form
and purpose. Hindi commentaries are, in a certain sense, in dialog with their source
texts: they not only explain or interpret the source text—‘this is what the source text
means’—but also amplify it, defend it, validate it, mollify it, or even mock it. The particu-
lar techniques that a commentator deploys (gloss, paraphrase, summary, example, exe-
gesis) depends on the type of response that he or she is articulating.

Commentaries on Bhartr̥hari’s muktaka verses provide a revealing example. Indrajit
opens his commentary with a verse in Sanskrit stating that he engages ‘in thoughtful
intellectual discourse’ comprising both ‘Bhartr̥hari’s own utterances and glosses
(ṭippaṇī)’ for ‘the benefit of others’; his commentary is thus ostensibly an explanation
of Bhartr̥hari’s utterances.49 He accordingly adopts a structure in which he presents
each muktaka verse followed by glosses of individual words and phrases in the vernacular.
Take, for example, his treatment of a verse on the futility of reasoning with fools:

śloka
labheta sikatāsu tailam api yatnataḥ pīḍayan
pibec ca mr̥gatrṣṇikāsu salilaṁ pipāsārditaḥ
kadācid api paryaṭan śaśaviṣāṇām āsādhayen
na tu pratiniviṣṭa-murkha-jana-cittam ārādhayeta

Verse:
Squeezing with great effort, one may even obtain oil from sand,
And tormented by thirst, one may [even] drink water from a mirage.
Sometimes while wandering, one may even come upon a rabbit’s horn.
Yet he will never satisfy the mind of a stubborn fool.

ṭīkā | yatnataḥ manuṣya jau jatana karai tau sikatāsu | retahū madhya | tailaṁ | tailahiṁ
labheta | pavai | aru pipāsārdditaḥ | pyāsau puruṣa jau jatana karai tau mr̥gatr̥ṣṇāsu
mr̥gatr̥ṣṇāhū madhya | salilaṁ | jalahi pibeta | muku pīvai | aru paryaṭan | jau phiratu dolatu
rahai tau kadācitśasaviṣāṇaṁ sase ke śr̥gahū muku pāvai | pai pratiniviṣṭa kahateṁ
durāgrahī ju murkha jana tā ke cittuhi na ārādhi sakai |

48 Ibid., caupaī 1.3–1.4.
49

‘karoti śāstrārtha vicāravān api svabāṣayā bhartr̥hareḥ sa tippanīṁ paropakāraya vivekadīpikāṁ vivekanāṁ
śrotr̥manaḥ sukapradhāṁ’; Vivekadīpikā, v. 3. R. S. McGregor, The Language of Indrajit of Orchā: A Study of Early
Braj Bhāsā Prose (London, 1968), p. 17.
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Commentary:

yatnataḥ a person who labors, sikatāsu in the sand, tailaṁ oil [in the oblique case], lab-
heta obtains, and pipāsārdditaḥ a thirsty man who labors. Mr̥gatr̥ṣṇāsu within a mirage,
salilaṁ water [in the oblique case], pibeta [may] drink, and paryaṭan he who keeps wan-
dering around. Kadācitśasaviṣāṇaṁ [may] obtain a rabbit’s horn, but [one] says
pratiniviṣṭa [for] ‘he who is a stubborn fool, such a [person’s] mind cannot be satisfied.’

Indrajit was reasonably proficient in Sanskrit—there is ample evidence of this proficiency
in the Vivekadīpikā itself—but, here and elsewhere in the work, his ‘glosses’ (ṭippaṇī) are
not always straightforward statements of the semantic meaning of the terms and phrases
to which they correspond. On the one hand, Indrajit is careful to gloss salilaṁ (water)
using the oblique case in Hindi ( jala-hi), making clear the syntactical relationship between
water and the optative verb pibeta (‘may drink’). On the other hand, he glosses the adver-
bial yatnataḥ (‘with effort, assiduously’) in the manner of a noun: ‘a person who labors’.
Indrajit treats the adjectival pipāsārditaḥ (afflicted by thirst) and pratiniviṣṭa (obstinate) in a
similar fashion. This apparent discrepancy makes sense when we observe the structure
and purpose of the commentary as a whole: Indrajit does not gloss every word and phrase
of the original verse, meaning that one would require at least some familiarity with
Sanskrit grammar and lexicon in order to understand the verse. Keeping his
Sanskrit-literate audience in mind, Indrajit neither parses terms nor gives their defini-
tions, strictly speaking; instead, he does a little bit of both in the process of stating the
import or significance of the utterance. In this example, Bhartr̥hari employs his charac-
teristic deadpan irony and the optative mood to suggest (through contrast) the impossi-
bility of changing the mind of a fool: ‘Squeezing with great effort, one may even obtain oil
from sand.’ Indrajit gives his audience a sense of this irony (and contrast) by using the
subjunctive: ‘A man who exerts great effort shall obtain oil from sand.’ The difference
is subtle but important: Indrajit’s gloss is not so much an analysis of the individual
parts of the original utterance as it is a restatement of the utterance in different
terms. In form, the gloss resembles the homiletic style of exegesis employed by contem-
porary religious poets in the vernacular.50

Bhagavānadās responds to Bhartr̥hari’s verses in a different manner. The poet com-
ments only on Bhartr̥hari’s verses regarding detachment—for the most part, those
anthologised in the Vairāgya-śataka—and tells his audience that his primary concern is
with ‘illuminating the meaning’ of those verses as they relate to the three degrees of
detachment (i.e. manda, tīvra, and taratīvra). Though Bhagavānadās denies having any
poetic skill (humility was traditionally a sign of a good poet), he insists that he has
‘wrought delightful aphorisms without doing harm to [Bhartr̥hari’s] original’; those
among his audience who are wise and possess a superior intellect ‘will perceive the
light of the original work in the commentary’ (mūla hāṁni kīnhī nahī karyau suvāka
vilāsa / vāsa vudhi bhāṣā lakhaiṁ paṇḍita mūla prakāsa).51 Bhagavānadās’s didactic impera-
tive is thus to inculcate in his audience a state of detachment from worldly pleasures, but
he accomplishes this by producing an experience of aesthetic pleasure (vilāsa). The poet
accordingly dispenses with glossing or parsing and instead responds to each of
Bhartr̥hari’s muktakas with several of his own verses, which summarise, expound upon,
and amplify the original.

50 See M. Horstmann, ‘The example in Dadupanth homiletics’, in Orsini and Sheikh (eds.), Tellings and Texts,
pp. 31–59.

51 Bhagavānadās, Vairāgya Vr̥nda, v. 3.71, Ms. 37973, Rajasthan Oriental Research Institute, Jodhpur.
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By way of example, let us return to his treatment of Bhartr̥hari’s verse regarding the
eyes of women. As discussed above, Bhagavānadās responds to Bhartr̥hari’s erotic verse
with the following couplet:

The man who keeps women at a distance is wise and clever;
This is certain proof that women are the abode of hell.

This is hardly a summary of the contents of Sanskrit verse, much less a translation.
Bhagavānadās is instead performing a reading of Bhartr̥hari’s verse: though ostensibly
an erotic poem that expresses wonderment at the power of women’s glances,
Bhagavānadās suggests that it should be read as an indictment of women’s ability to gen-
erate destructive desires in the hearts of men. Bhagavānadās’s stated purpose is, after all,
to ‘illuminate’ the meanings of Bhartr̥hari’s verses as they relate to detachment.
Bhagavānadās also amplifies what he understands to be the didactic import of
Bhartr̥hari’s words by composing three caupaī verses in which he extends Bhartr̥hari’s
list of the things that women’s eyes accomplish into an exhaustive pathology of erotic
desire:

sa moharupa ika kāṁma jagāvai / dujai lakṣaṇa mada upajauvai
puni viḍaṃba tījai kari hāsī / cauthai bachina kari de pāsī
paṃcama maiṁ prīti anusārā / puni visāda chaṭhaiṁ niradhārā
saptama nara kūṁ kari āvesā / aṣṭama laghu hvai hr̥dai pravesā
kāma vāṇa asaha dha jākai / ramaiṁ naraka prāpati hoi tākai
naiṁna pheri soī vāṁṇa calāvai / citavata sava kau cita curāvai

She awakens desire in one [man] with her enchanting form;
The second she intoxicates with her features.
The third [man] she deceives with a smile.
The fourth she ensnares with food.
She mimics affection for the fifth,
And ensures despair for the sixth.
The seventh man she possesses,
And making herself slight, slips into the heart of the eighth.
He in whose heart the arrows of desire become lodged,
Finds and roams hell.
Her eyes shoot arrows as they wander,
Her glance robs everyone of their senses.

Whereas Bhartr̥hari ’s verse lists six things that women’s eyes do and closes with a rhet-
orical question (‘What indeed do the eyes of women not do?’), Bhagavānadās lists eight
men—or, rather, eight scenarios in which a woman seduces men. The subject has shifted
from the woman’s eyes to the woman herself (her eyes are only one of the instruments
through which she effects her charms) and the conclusion is not a rhetorical expression of
awe, but a blunt diagnosis of damnation. True to his stated purpose, Bhagavānadās
attempts to inculcate in his listener a revulsion toward sexual pleasure and women
through offering a different kind of pleasure: that of well-wrought poetry (suvāka
vilāsa). Leaving aside the question of whether Indrajit’s and Bhagavānadās’s respective
readings of Bhartr̥hari are ‘good’ readings, we can clearly see that their different pur-
poses and aims shape the strategies and techniques that they employ in their commen-
taries. Each adopted the analytical and rhetorical tools and textual structure that
suited his immediate task.
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Even when commentators are silent regarding their didactic, critical, literary, or aesthetic
aims, the structure and style of their commentaries reveal important aspects of their intel-
lectual projects. This is reflected in the diversity of commentarial approaches to the Bhagavad
Gītā. The earliest commentator on the Gītā, Theganāth, does speak of the aims and context of
his work, telling his audience that he has composed his commentary to address the questions
and doubts of his patron, Prince Bhānu of Gwalior. His commentary takes the form of a
verse-by-verse restatement of the text in Hindi; however, as Parmeswaran has noted,
Theganāth dilates on certain verses (using multiple caupaī verses to restate the argument
of a single verse of the original) while glossing over the details of certain other verses,
reflecting his own pedagogical concerns as a Nāth monk teaching a Rajput prince.

In contrast, Ānāndarām (who does not explicitly articulate any intellectual or inter-
pretive programme) presents each verse of the original work followed by a prose exegesis
in which he makes explicit the dialogical context of the verse (i.e. who is speaking to
whom), identifies the referents of deictic terms in the source text, and provides an explan-
ation of epithets, titles, and references to Puranic terms. At the end of this exegesis, he
composes a couplet that restates the main ideas of the verse. Ānāndarām’s commentary
circulated among vernacular devotional communities of north India and the structure of
his commentary would appear to fit this pedagogical context: the guru or monk reciting it
would first recite the original verse, then give a detailed explanation of its meaning and
significance, and, once his audience had understood it, conclude with a pithy and mem-
orable restatement of the verse in a meter used for vernacular aphorisms (the dohā).

The anonymously authored commentary in Ms. 14901 of the Rajasthan Oriental
Research Institute takes yet another approach: its author quotes only the first verse of
the Gītā, after which they launch into a condensed prose summary of the dialog between
Krishna and Arjun. Paratextual indications of the speaker (e.g. kr̥ṣṇa uvāca, ‘Krishna said
…’) and of the chapter make it possible to collate the prose summary with the verses of
the original work while the synoptic character of the commentary makes it unlikely that
the commentary was used on its own; one would still need to read the Gītā itself to learn
its essential ideas and arguments but this Hindi commentary would explain the signifi-
cance of the more complex of those arguments for a practising Vaishnava in simple,
unadorned language. Finally, the anonymously authored commentary in Ms. 16052 of
the Rajasthan Oriental Research Institute contains a verse-by-verse restatement of the
source text in dohā meter; like Theganāth, the commentator expands upon certain verses
while omitting the details of others, reflecting an overriding concern with Vaishnava the-
ology and soteriology.

Intellectual programmes explicit and implied

Even this synoptic account of the diversity of commentarial structures, strategies, and
techniques will give a sense of how different intellectual imperatives led to the adoption
of distinct commentarial styles and modes. Yet, there is more to be said about the broader
intellectual, literary, and aesthetic programmes of which these commentaries were just
one expression. Some commentators gesture toward these programmes in their discus-
sions of their labour. We saw earlier how Caturadās declared in his commentary on the
eleventh book of the Bhāgavata Purāṇa that he had composed the work at the behest of
his guru ‘for the benefit of the world’ (articulated as both lokahitārtha and saba lokāni
hita). This world is imagined in both cosmological and social terms: the loka is both
‘this world’ (saṁsāra) and the world of the volk or ‘folk’—the undifferentiated mass of
all social classes and creeds. The problem, as articulated by Caturadās, is that the wisdom
of the Bhāgavata Purāṇa is locked away in Sanskrit, inaccessible to anyone who is not a
‘pandit’; by composing his commentary in the vernacular, he makes the knowledge
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contained within this scripture available ‘to all’. This would indeed appear to support the
scholarly argument that the rise of vernacular literatures in South Asia was driven by an
egalitarian impulse to democratise access to knowledge systems.

Yet, this is not the case for all the commentaries considered here. For example, though
Prince Indrajit writes (in Sanskrit) that he composed his commentary on Bhartr̥hari’s
śatakas ‘for the benefit of others’ ( paropakāraya), those ‘others’ constitute a delimited com-
munity of discerning listeners (vivekanāṁ śrotr̥manaḥ); indeed, as noted above, a listener or
reader would have required at least an elementary knowledge of Sanskrit in order to make
use of Indrajit’s commentary. Most often, commentators begin (or end) their works with an
appeal to the kovid (learned) and the kavi (poets) to fairly evaluate their writing and amend
any errors or infelicities; Indrajit, Bhagavānadās, Manoharadās, and even Theganāth all
address the kavi and kovid directly in their commentaries. This invocation of the community
of the learned reminds us that, in early modern north India, the appreciation of literature—
and indeed the right to access literary and scholastic works—was a matter entailing sub-
stantial literary training, socialisation into the community of connoisseurs, and the cultiva-
tion of specific modes of intellectual and affective behaviour. In more ‘courtly’ milieus, this
was the domain of the rasika or sahr̥daya (connoisseur); in monastic and religious contexts,
this was the space of the sādhu jana (true people) or satsaṅga (the company of the good).
Commentators sometimes made explicit the qualifications required of their readers; for
example, Bhagavānadās ends his Vairāgya Vr̥nda with a lengthy discussion of the intellectual
and behavioural traits that a student must demonstrate in order to have the adhikāra (quali-
fication, authority, claim) to read his commentary.

These commentators were part of a broader project that sought to re-form the ver-
nacular of Hindi into a language capable of conveying intellectual and literary discourses.
The strongest evidence of their participation in the construction of a ‘cosmopolitan ver-
nacular’ is perhaps found in what they did not do—or, more specifically, in the terms and
concepts that they chose not to ‘translate’ or explain in their writings. For example, what
is most striking about Manoharadās’s Vedānta Mahāvākya Bhāṣā and Ṣaṭapraśanottara—
both commentaries on works dealing with metaphysics—is the commentator’s resistance
to translating or explaining the abundance of technical terms that appear. The lexicons
employed in the source texts of these works draw from the philosophical traditions of
Sāṁkhya, Advaita Vedānta, and Mīmāṁsa, as well as the highly technical lexicons of phil-
ology and linguistics in Sanskrit. And yet, we have seen earlier how Manoharadās uses
terms such as vācyārtha, lakṣyārtha, and kāraṇopādhi in his Vedānta Mahāvākya Bhāṣā with-
out providing any glosses: the tatsama terms, taken directly from Sanskrit and without any
type of phonological or morphological change, simply appear in the Hindi commentary
without comment. Authors such as Manoharadās (as well as Theganāth, Caturadās,
Bhagavānadās, Harirāmadās, and Ānāndarām) imported technical lexicons into Hindi by
employing these lexicons in their commentaries whilst, in the process, making new
types of discourse possible in the vernacular. At the turn of the seventeenth century—
the moment that the efflorescence of commentarial writing in Hindi began—the Hindi
literary corpus was rich in the genres of the lyric, romance, epic, and epigrammatic
poetry but only beginning to produce scientific works (śāstra) on topics such as statecraft,
philosophy, rhetoric, economics, agriculture, and sex.52 The writing of Hindi

52 The tradition of literary science in Hindi can be traced to 1541 CE with the Hitataraṅginī of Kr̥parām, which
was followed in the 1590s by Keśavadās’s Rasikapriyā and Kavipriyā, and Rahim’s couplets on nayika-bhed; yet, the
tradition began to flourish only at the turn of the seventeenth century. Writings on statecraft arguably began
with Amr̥tarāï’s Mānacarita (1585); writings on kāmāśāstra would not appear until the mid-seventeenth century
with the 1644 Hindi commentary on the Sanskrit Kokāsāra of Ānandakavi.
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commentaries on scientific works in Sanskrit helped to quickly grow these emerging gen-
res in the vernacular.

How was the emerging class of vernacular intellectuals—a community that included
courtly poets, ministers, gurus, monks, and even merchants who were familiar with
Sanskrit but more comfortable composing in the vernacular—to produce the various
technical lexicons that would be necessary to discuss such topics? The short answer is
that they borrowed those lexicons from Sanskrit (and, in some cases, Persian), deploying
them in their Hindi commentaries. When Caturadās composed his commentary on the
eleventh canto of the Bhāgavata Purāṇa in 1635—a conceptually dense section of the
work dealing with cosmology, metaphysics, theology, and soteriology in terms taken
from Sāṁkhya and yoga—he adopted a clear and unadorned style but used nearly all
the same technical terms as the original: this included ontological terms such as prakr̥ti,
mahātattva, and sāttvika, and compounds such as bhogāsakti (self-indulgence) and indriya-
sukha (pleasure derived from the senses). Although occasional instances of some of these
terms may be found in preceding Hindi literature, this is the first instance of their being
used in a consistent and technical fashion—and is indeed the first instance in which a
number of these terms appear in a written Hindi work at all. Just as the lexicon of,
say, literary theory in English is being constantly broadened and enriched through the
adoption of terms from other languages (e.g. différance, gestalt, parataxis, mise en scène,
dramatis personæ, and so forth), commentators of the sixteenth century imported terms
and concepts from preceding ‘classical’ traditions, broadening the conceptual and imagin-
ary horizon of the vernacular in the process.53 By the turn of the eighteenth century,
thanks to the efforts of commentators and their audiences, intellectuals working in
Hindi could boast of a robust literature and lexicon in which matters of philosophy, the-
ology, literary criticism, medicine, and statecraft were being discussed in the vernacular.

The production of Hindi commentaries on Sanskrit works was thus not only about pro-
ducing new lexicons, but also about producing new genres and discourses that had not
previously existed in the vernacular. The poets, scholars, monks, and aficionados that
gradually and collectively constructed the traditions of rhetoric, metaphysics, sexology,
veterinary science, and the like did not create these traditions ex-nihilo; most often,
they created them by explaining and responding to these traditions as they already
existed in the classical language of Sanskrit—but using the vernacular. The awkwardness
of characterising this project as one of translation should now be clear: how were the
Hindi writers of the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries to translate works for
which the necessary vocabulary did not exist in Hindi (let alone the generic and stylistic
conventions critical to helping readers make sense of the text)?

What made possible the importation of lexicons, conventions, and genres from Sanskrit
into Hindi was the bilingual literary and intellectual culture of the writers themselves: by
expanding the discussion of Sanskrit works and knowledge systems beyond the limits of
the Sanskrit language itself, they ‘pulled’ those elements into the domain of the vernacu-
lar. This phenomenon relates to, but is somewhat distinct from, Pollock’s concept of ‘lit-
erarization’ as a process in which the vernacular becomes a language capable of
supporting literary and intellectual discourse through ‘written uses of language for
expressive purposes that came into being by emulation of superposed models of litera-
ture’.54 In this formulation, the pioneers of writing in a vernacular emulate the genres,
forms, styles, and conventions of the formerly hegemonic literary culture, recreating
these elements in their works. In the case of Hindi commentaries on Sanskrit works,

53 My analysis here is inspired in part by Haun Saussy’s study of the classical Chinese figure Zhuangzi in
Translation as Citation: Zhuangzi Inside Out (Oxford, 2017).

54 Pollock, Language of the Gods, p. 287.
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emulation is certainly at work; Hindi writers were adapting the commentarial genre itself
from Sanskrit and often mimicked the conventions of Sanskrit commentary. Yet, these
writers were not reproducing or recreating discourses from Sanskrit in the vernacular
in such a manner that the latter necessarily displaced or ‘stood in for’ the former; in
the case of several works considered here, the commentary was unintelligible without
its Sanskrit source text. The meaning and significance of the vernacular text were always
to be understood in relation to an antecedent Sanskrit work, and the task of explicating
that relationship was the job of the commentator and whoever recited or performed the
commentarial text. As Karin Barber has written, the use of unfamiliar terms and refer-
ences in a text are often structural features that are intended to cue or prompt hermen-
eutic and exegetical performance.55 In the case of precolonial Hindi commentaries on
Sanskrit works, the appearance in the Hindi commentary of an unglossed and unfamiliar
technical term from Sanskrit such as lakṣyārtha or kāraṇopādhi or bhogāsakti acted as a cue
for the reciter—most often a guru, teacher, or ritual professional—to expound upon the
term and its attendant conceptual context for his or her audience.56 This was the oral, per-
formative labour through which the lexicon and conceptual universe of Hindi language and
literature were expanded from the late sixteenth to early nineteenth centuries and through
which an audience or reading community for these works was gradually produced.

An early modern renaissance

The explosion of commentarial activity in the vernacular during the seventeenth century
is part of what one might call north India’s early modern renaissance. I use the term
‘renaissance’ in two specific senses: as a ‘revival’ of classical models of thought and lit-
erature, and as a (distinctly contemporary) paradigm for understanding a historical per-
iod.57 The efflorescence of literary, scholastic, and artistic activity that occurred from the
sixteenth century (the late Sultanate period) until the early nineteenth (the end of the
Mughal imperium and beginning of the colonial episteme) was characterised by an
engagement with ‘classical’ works of the Sanskrit cannon; however, this engagement
took place in the vernacular. Classical traditions in north India—including those of
Sanskrit and Prakrit, but also Arabic and Persian—enjoyed greater continuity over the
medieval period than their European counterparts (Latin and Greek) and so the early
modern north Indian renaissance was less about ‘recovering’ knowledge systems from
antiquity and more about adapting and redeploying those systems in the vernacular.
Not unlike Dante Alighieri, Guido Cavalcanti, and Francesco Petrarch, who studied classical
languages while composing new works in the vernacular, all of the Hindi commentators
considered here were scholars of a classical language who composed in the vernacular. In
addition to writing commentaries, Indrajit, Manoharadās, and Bhagavānadās (such as
Dante, Cavalcanti, and Petrarch) composed vernacular works in several genres, including
lyric poetry, narrative poetry, and scholastic treatises.58 Merchants and mercantilism
played a critical role in the north Indian renaissance: the merchant-monks of the
Niranjani Sampraday and Dadu Panth (the same orders of which Manoharadās,

55 K. Barber, ‘Text and performance in Africa’, Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 66.3 (2003),
pp. 324–333.

56 Williams, If All the World Were Paper, pp. 131, 129–141.
57 G. Campbell, The Oxford Dictionary of the Renaissance (Oxford, 2003), s.v. ‘Renaissance’; E. Wright (ed.), A

Dictionary of World History (Oxford, 2006), s.v. ‘Renaissance’.
58 To the list of prominent Hindi writers who were also scholars of Sanskrit may be added Nandadās (fl. 1550),

Tulasīdās (fl. 1600), Keśavadās, Cintamaṇī Tripāṭhī, and Bihārīlāl (1595–1663), among others. It is interesting to
note that two of the most prominent pioneers of Marathi literature, Jñānadev (thirteenth century CE) and
Ekanāth (sixteenth century CE) both authored vernacular commentaries on works of scripture in Sanskrit.
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Bhagavānadās, and Caturadās were members), patrons such as the famed Jagat Seth of
Murshidabad, and laymen litterateurs and philosophers such as the Jain merchant
Banārasīdās (1595–1663) reflect the engagement and investment of merchant classes (and
call to mind figures such as Giovanni Boccacio and Cosimo de Medici of the Italian renais-
sance). Manuscript evidence tells us that the Hindi commentaries considered in this article
were read as much by wealthy merchants as they were by princes or monks.

The value of calling this movement in north Indian literature and scholarship a ‘renais-
sance’ lies in the way in which we characterise early modern Indian intellectuals’ rela-
tionship with the past. The study of works in Sanskrit never disappeared from north
India but, beginning in the mid-sixteenth century, the character of that study began to
change. Reading in Sanskrit and writing in the vernacular became the norm for pandits,
gurus, monks, and even merchants, and this new practice provided a fillip to vernacular
literary production and a new reason to study the classics: in the hands of a skilled com-
mentator, old works could be put to new uses. An anthology of epigrams such as the
śatakas of Bhartr̥hari could be used as the basis for a theory of renunciation, the
Aśvamedha Parva of the Mahābhārata could be mobilised as the foundation for an excursus
on non-dualism, and the Bhagavad Gītā could be made to speak to the exploits of the puranic
Kr̥ṣṇa of Braj or even to the guru-worship of the Nāths. The spread of literacy in the vernacu-
lar ultimately produced more potential readers for Sanskrit. This overlapped with the
increased interest among Persophone elites in Sanskrit works during the Mughal period.59

The monks, merchants, and princes who composed Hindi commentaries on Sanskrit
works cultivated a knowledge of the classical language and studied ancient works in a
mode that was not merely antiquarian in character—they were deeply concerned with
how past thinkers and texts could provide answers to contemporary questions and pro-
vide inspiration and material for emerging vernacular genres. Bhagavānadās wrote at
the end of his Vairāgya Śataka that his commentary turns the stagnant well water of schol-
arly discourse (śāstra-artha so kūpa-jala) into a flowing river (silatā syandha). This sentiment
was shared by many of his fellow commentators and reflected an awareness of the fact
that, even as they were enriching the conceptual and literary lexicon of the vernacular
with their commentaries, they were also bringing new life to earlier works and ideas.
This was not ‘emulation’ in a derivative sense, but rather a fresh response to the classics
that had occupied their predecessors for centuries.

The term ‘renaissance’ (especially ‘the Renaissance’) is not without conceptual bag-
gage: historians of the European Renaissance have widely critiqued the analytical useful-
ness of the term for understanding the period now more commonly known as ‘early
modernity’, pointing out that its associations with rebirth and revival have as much, if
not more, to do with the anxieties and aspirations of nineteenth-century historiographers
as they do with the character of the period itself. Yet, ‘the Renaissance’ has proven to be a
remarkably durable concept in modern scholarship.60 This is also the case for the period
of Hindi literature considered here: beginning in 1889 with the publication of Indologist

59 On interest in Sanskrit works among Persophone Mughal elites, see A. Truschke, Culture of Encounters:
Sanskrit at the Mughal Court (New York, 2016); Supriya Gandhi, ‘The Persian vritings on Vedānta attributed to
Banwālīdās Walī’, Journal of Indian Philosophy 48 (2020), pp. 77–99; M. D. Faruqui, ‘Dara Shukoh, Vedanta, and
imperial succession in Mughal India’, in Religious Interactions in Mughal India, (eds.) V. Dalmia and
M. D. Faruqui (New Delhi, 2014); Supriya Gandhi, ‘The prince and the Muvaḥḥid: Dārā Shikoh and Mughal engage-
ments with Vedānta’, in Dalmia and Faruqui (eds.), Religious Interactions in Mughal India; and C. Minkowski,
‘Learned Brahmins and the Mughal court: the Jyotiṣas’, in Dalmia and Faruqui (eds.), Religious Interactions in
Mughal India.

60 For a discussion of debates among historians on the concept and periodisation of the Renaissance that has
particular resonances with the present article, see P. Findlen, ‘Possessing the past: the material world of the
Italian Renaissance’, The American Historical Review 103.1 (1998), pp. 83–86.
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George Grierson’s Modern Vernacular Literature of Hindustan, scholars of the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries consistently referred to the sixteenth and seventeenth cen-
turies as the ‘Augustan’ or ‘golden age’ (svarṇa-kāl) of Hindi literature.61 Writing on the
Vaishnava poetry of the period, the twentieth-century literary historian Rāmacandra
Śukla emphasised the role of Hindi authors in ‘awakening’ Hindus and Muslims alike
through their fresh expressions of ancient devotional (bhakti) themes and motifs, and
their success in ‘bringing Hindi literature to maturity’.62 Śukla and his fellow nationalist
historians were explicitly concerned with recovering the ‘classics’ of Hindi literature from
obscurity; these classics were themselves imagined to reflect a recovery of earlier tradi-
tions in Sanskrit, especially the purāṇās.63 This characterisation of the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries as a kind of (implicitly Hindu) renaissance has persisted in Hindi
scholarship.

Early modern north India did witness a renaissance, but not exactly of the sort ima-
gined by Śukla and his contemporaries. This renaissance was not limited to Vaishnava
authors and material; nor was it limited to the language of Hindi. Driven by ‘middle
castes’ such as merchant and scribal communities and by other groups that had previ-
ously stood at the peripheries of Sanskrit intellectual and ritual culture, this renewal of
classical literature and learning took place at the meeting of Sanskrit with Hindi,
Persian, and other languages used by these upwardly mobile groups.
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